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Captar del Desafío de la Pobreza Urbana

prefacio  | iii |  preface 
Today about 1 billion people, one in every six human beings, live 
in what the western world calls “slums.” Nations such as Mexico 
face an incredible challenge: millions of people don’t have a decent 
place to live. But the problem is more than just a housing shortage; 
urban poverty is exacerbated by residential segregation within cities. 
Designers must engage the challenge to create extremely low-cost 
housing that can be a real means of overcoming geographic isolation.
Hoy  como un billón de personas, uno de cada seis seres humanos, viven 
en lo que en el mundo del oeste llaman “slums.” México enfrenta el mismo 
inexplicable problema que enfrenta la mayoría de las naciones del mundo: 
millones de  personas no tienen  un lugar decente para vivir. Pero el desafío 
de la pobreza urbana va mas allá de la falta de viviendas, es sobre el 
crecimiento de la segregación espacial en las ciudades. El desafío para 
los  arquitectos  y diseñadores es la construcción de viviendas a un costo 
suficiente bajo que pueda ayudar vencer el factor de aislamiento geográfica.
THE CHALLENGE
 EL DEsAfío
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Initial Project Proposal
oferta de Proyecto Inicial
INTRODUCTION
Almost 1 billion people, one in every six human 
beings, live in what the United Nations defines as 
“slums.”  The term “slum” describes a wide range of 
lower quality informal housing, but generally refers to 
settlements with a lack of basic services, inadequate 
and sometimes unsafe building structures, and 
overcrowding. Slum dwellers suffer from geographic 
isolation and poor access to formal employment 
opportunities. Slums areas generally have the highest 
concentrations of poor people and the worst physical 
environmental conditions. 
Slums occur in the developing world due a 
combination of rapid rural-to-urban migration, 
spiraling urban poverty, and the inability of the urban 
poor to access affordable land for housing. Economic 
growth has been strong worldwide as nations have 
implemented neo-liberal economic policies, but the 
poor have largely been excluded from the benefits of 
economic growth in many regions. Efforts to improve 
the living conditions of slum dwellers have been 
feeble and incoherent over the last two decades.  if 
current trends persist, the number of slum dwellers is 
projected to double over the next 30 years to about 
2 billion.  The magnitude of this problem demands 
that architects and planners reengage the challenge 
of creating a better built environment for the most 
disadvantaged people in the developing world.
STATEMENT OF INTENT
The final goal of my project is to offer a contribution 
to overcoming the cycle of urban poverty in Mexico/
Central America. Obviously, this is a broad and 
complex problem that involves far more than just the 
design of built space. But design has a critical role to 
play in improving living conditions and creating more 
inclusive cities in Latin America. 
I propose to design a neighborhood plan and low-cost 
housing for a small-scale, (hypothetical) pilot-project 
for an non-governmental organization (NGO) working 
in Mexico/Central America. My project will be limited 
to designing the built form for a poverty reduction 
pilot-project. The comprehensive project (that I will 
only develop as is necessary to inform the spatial 
program) would include a variety of social programs 
and offer the urban poor an attainable means to own 
their own housing unit well located within the network 
of opportunities in cities.
My early research shows that design is relevant 
and necessary to counter the exclusive nature of 
current urban growth patterns in Mexico/Central 
America. Current low-cost housing, whether built by 
squatters, governments, or NGOs, tends to occur on 
the cheapest land. Developments tend to be on the 
periphery of the cities, with less than desirable access 
to public transportation, employment sources, and 
education and health facilities. Finding a means for 
the urban poor live in better locations would reduce 
geographic and social isolation. Thus an innovative, 
extremely low-cost, expandable, and higher-density 
design is needed to justify greater expenditures for 
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land. This project will not be about making more 
beautiful houses. instead it will be about being more 
intelligent in their configuration and location.
METHODOLOGY
This project will begin with a research report on 
the historical context of urban poverty and current 
conditions of poverty housing in Mexico/Central 
America. That research will be followed by a period of 
time studying the NGOs working on poverty housing 
in the region to understand their objectives, identify 
opportunities for my contribution, and find a local 
organization that could enable my site visit. The next 
step will be developing the comprehensive pilot-
project program in order to inform the spatial program 
demands for my project. i will then begin studying 
relevant case studies. These case studies will be 
selected for similarity in size/program or geographic 
vicinity. During the semester i will use what i learn 
from my research to present a “brown bag lecture” 
on the designer’s role in sustainable development. 
By the end of the semester I will have a have specific 
and well-defined project objectives, a detailed spatial 
program, and a selected site. I will then visit the site 
and begin design.
SITE DESCRIPTION
In 2001, Latin America had an estimated 128 million 
slum dwellers, 32% of the entire population of the 
region.  Of these inhabitants, 67% had access to 
potable water, 85% had connections to electricity, and 
30% had connections to sewerage.  Latin America 
experienced such a high rate of urbanization over the 
last 50 years that today nearly 75% of the population 
lives in urban areas.  Although migration continues 
to occur within the region, urbanization has nearly 
reached saturation. Access to basic services is better 
in Latin American slums than in most developing 
regions, and projected growth is lower than in Asia 
and Africa. But the persistent growth of slums, 
inadequate living conditions, high birth rates, and 
economic and social exclusion of slum dwellers 
demonstrate an urban slum challenge that demands 
research and planning.
in order to effectively deal with the broad scope and 
incredible complexity of the urban slum challenge 
I will eventually narrow my research to a specific 
site. I have decided to focus on Spanish-speaking 
Latin America for this project because the region is 
financially, politically, and linguistically accessible 
to me for a site visit. Furthermore, I have narrowed 
my area of study to Mexico/Central America. in 
the coming days and weeks i will consider further 
narrowing my research to only Mexico. However 
i have left the region as “Mexico/Central America” 
because both areas are physically accessible to me 
and the major NGOs work throughout both regions. 
As my project progresses i will narrow my site to a 
specific city. After a city is selected I will again narrow 
my focus to a specific site or sites within that city. I 
anticipate that the selected site for this project will be 
an underused property of approximately 1000-2000 
square meters. It should be located on mid-value 
land that is near public transportation, employment 
centers, and education and health facilities.
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THE CoNTExT, CoNDITIoNs, AND CHALLENGEs of HoUsING THE URBAN PooR IN MExICo
EL CoNTExTo, Los CoNDICIoNEs, Y Los DEsAfíos DE VIVIENDAs PARA LA PoBREZA URBANA EN MéxICo
Mexico has one of the world’s most powerful economies; its annual GDP recently surpassed $1 trillion. But in 
spite of all its riches, Mexico faces the same inescapable problem faced by most nations of the world: Millions of 
Mexicans don’t have a decent place to live. Local and federal governments, non-profit organizations, and the urban 
poor themselves invest countless hours and resources to deal with this problem every year. In addition, architects 
and planners often offer proposals to address the issue. Most of the time these design proposals aspire to improve 
current living conditions. My question is: Can design do more?
The research paper on the following pages represents the culmination of my research on the challenge of housing 
the urban poor. I analyzed the context of poverty in Mexico, the processes that shape urban form in Mexico, and the 
inadequacies of current poverty housing responses.
México tiene una de las economías más poderosas del mundo. Su GDP anual (producto interno bruto) superó 
$1 trillón de dólares. Pero a pesar de todas sus riquezas, México enfrenta el mismo inexplicable problema que 
enfrentan la mayoría de las naciones del mundo: millones de mexicanos no tienen un lugar decente para vivir. 
Gobiernos locales y federales, organizaciones no lucrativas, y la misma sociedad urbana  invierten incontables 
horas y recursos para lidiar con éste problema cada año. Además, arquitectos y planificadores siguen ofreciendo 
propuestas para mejorar el problema. La mayoría de las veces éstas propuestas de diseños aspiran a mejorar  las 
actuales condiciones de vida. Mi pregunta es: ¿pueden estos diseños lograr más?
 
La investigación que a continuación se examinará representa la culminación de mi investigación  sobre el desafío 
para la creación de viviendas en el sector pobre de la comunidad urbana.  Analicé el contexto de la pobreza en 
México, el proceso que moldea el sistema de vida  urbano en México, y la actual e inadecuada vivienda.  
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THE CONTEXT OF POVERTY IN MEXICO
The topic of housing the urban poor in Mexico 
cannot be isolated from its wider economic and 
social context. inadequate housing is simply the 
physical manifestation of poverty and intra-city 
inequality. Therefore, a viable and relevant proposal 
to this problem would be impossible unless we 
understand the context of poverty, consider its 
future prospects, and challenge the spatial and 
physical insufficiencies that permit its continued 
prevalence. 
Mexico has experienced tremendous economic 
growth during the last several decades. Since 
1970, the national GDP (gross domestic product) 
has more than tripled in real dollars (World Bank 
Database 2006).1 Most analysts expect Mexico’s 
economy to remain strong, sustaining the 
macroeconomic growth rates of the last  decades. 
In fact, Goldman Sachs predicts Mexico’s GDP 
to be the 5th largest in the world by 200 (The 
Economist 2006).2 This would involve surpassing 
Canada, Russia, Brazil, and every European nation.
Mexico’s economic data solidly establishes the 
nation as an advanced country in terms of economic 
development. The average income in Mexico, in 
purchasing power parity, is now over $10,000 (CIA 
Factbook 2006). That is the third highest average 
annual income in Latin America. 3 Some areas, such 
as the Distrito Federal and Monterrey, have average 
annual incomes that rival those of countries like 
Spain and Italy (UNDP 2004). In addition, Mexico’s 
economic boom has created so many very wealthy 
individuals that the nation now has more millionaires 
than Germany (University of Chicago 2006). 
In terms of well-being, Mexicans are experiencing 
major progress in some important social dimensions 
such as health, education, and access to basic 
services. Statistics show infant mortality has 
dropped from 93 deaths per 1000 live births in 1960 
to 28 in 1998 (The Economist 2000).  In the same 
time period, the average life expectancy increased 
from 57 years to 74 years (World Bank Database 
2006). Education levels in Mexico are also 
improving. Only 8% of Mexicans are illiterate today; 
that is a tremendous improvement from decades 
ago and better than the average for Latin America 
(UN-HABITAT 2005). Additionally, access to decent 
water and sanitation is improving. By 2000, a large 
majority of Mexicans had access to an improved 
water source and improved sanitation.
But the encouraging statistics of national averages 
do not tell the whole story; while the economy 
has grown tremendously over the past several 
decades so has inequality between the rich and 
poor. The divide is so severe that the wealthiest 15 
percent of Mexicans have about the same annual 
income as everyone else combined (Roberts 1995). 
Poverty, particularly extreme poverty (defined 
as living with less than $2 a day), has proven to 
be incredibly persistent in Mexico. The national 
GDP has risen consistently for the last several 
decades, but 52 percent of Mexico’s population still 
do not have sufficient access to food, education, 
healthcare, clothing, housing, and transport 
(NoticiasFinancieras 2005). In order to understand 
the context of poverty in Mexico, it is important to 
understand the forces that are shaping Mexico’s 
economy. 
The 20th century was a time of tremendous 
economic and social change throughout the world. 
Formerly isolated national markets have integrated, 
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rapid international communication developed, 
technology advanced, and wealth grew.  In 
Mexico, the extent of these changes can be largely 
attributed to the advance of neoliberal economic 
policy. Neoliberal policy refers to a political-
economic philosophy that focuses on free market 
methods. it rejects government intervention in the 
domestic economy, promotes privatization, and 
favors individualism, competition, and self-reliance. 
Neoliberal policy aims to reduce the role of the state 
in order to improve economic efficiency. 
The United States government and the major 
international financial institutions, particularly the 
World Bank, have been the strongest foreign 
advocates for neoliberal policies in Mexico.  
Between 1985 and 1993 the World Bank lent 
Mexico $1.25 billion through four separate loans to 
foster implementation of its favored housing policies 
(Zearley 1993). The Bank’s support encouraged 
reforms that reduced government spending, 
privatized government-owned industries and land, 
and reduced the role of the state. Additionally, 
Mexico aggressively embraced free-trade policy.
In the past two decades, government spending was 
cut in half in relation to GDP (The Economist 2000). 
One of the major means of achieving this reduction 
was a sharp decrease in spending on housing 
programs. Recent housing reforms centered on 
economic efficiency. Mexico ended its role as 
housing provider for the poor and assumed a 
supportive role to private sector housing producers. 
The Mexican government focused its efforts in the 
housing sector on providing small subsidies and 
loans, ensuring security of tenure, and extending 
basic services such as electricity, water, and 
sanitation to existing housing settlements.  
Habitat para Humanidad described this shift in policy, 
“The institutional support that had favored housing 
solutions for the poor, and allowed other social and 
institutional agents to build houses, was dismantled.”5 
This was encouraged by intergovernmental 
organizations and coincided with the work of John 
F.C. Turner, an international housing expert and 
academic, who argued that housing was most 
effective when dwellers control the major decisions 
and are free to make their own contribution to the 
design, construction and management of their own 
housing. Turner did not necessarily imply that the 
poor should be do-it-yourself home builders without 
resources provided by governments.  But his theories 
were embraced by states already looking to limit their 
involvement in the housing sector in order to reduce 
government spending.
Modern business district along Paseo de la Reforma in Ciudad Mexico
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Another major policy shift that had a big impact 
on housing the urban poor was land reform. The 
Constitution of 1917, after the Mexican Revolution, 
implemented the ejido system. The ejido system 
awarded peasants the use of a small piece of land 
to grow crops. They could benefit from selling the 
crops produced on the land, but could not sell the 
land itself. During the early part of the 20th century, 
the Mexican government converted 103 million 
hectors, or more than half the country, to ejido land 
(Siembieda and Moreno 1997). Although originally 
intended for agricultural uses, ejidos illegally became 
a major source of land for informal settlements. 
In fact, by the 1990s, 55 percent of all houses in 
informal settlements were located on ejido land 
(Siembieda and Moreno 1997). But reform was 
instituted in 1992; at that point the government 
began to permit ejido members to associate 
themselves with private investors or to legally 
sell their parcels of land to builders for housing 
development (Zearly 1993). This reform had major 
repercussions on the urban development process.
The policy change that probably had the largest 
impact on Mexico’s economy and society has been 
the embrace of free trade. The North American Free 
Trade Agreement came into effect in 199. Since 
then tariffs on most goods traded between the United 
States and Mexico have been steadily reduced 
and will be completely eliminated by 2009 (The 
Economist 2000).  Today, Mexico trades at reduced 
or zero tariff with over 60 percent of the world (The 
Economist 2000).  Because Mexico has actively 
pursued free-trade treaties with the world’s largest 
economies, nearly all of its trade occurs at reduced 
or zero tariffs. As of 2000, it was the only country 
other than Israel to have free-trade treaties with both 
the United States and the European Union (The 
Economist 2000). 
Neoliberal reforms have had some major benefits 
for the people of Mexico. The reduction in 
government spending has helped balance the 
public budget. The shift away from government-
sponsored housing production ended centrally-
planned approaches that were limited in their impact 
and ineffective in their results. The reform of the 
ejido system gave poor farmers the opportunity to 
sell their land, take a profit, and migrate to urban 
centers or the United States. It also opened new 
land near cities for development and reduced 
the overall cost of acquiring land. Perhaps most 
significantly, since the implementation of NAFTA 
exports have more than doubled, and foreign direct 
investment more than tripled (The Economist 2000). 
This translates into a tremendous growth in the 
number of jobs available for unskilled workers in 
the export industry. In 1993, there were 546,000 
jobs in maquiladoras (export factories), by 2000 that 
number had increased to 1.3 million (The Economist 
2000). Many of the improvements in well-being in 
Mexico can be attributed to its effort to improve 
economic efficiency.
Although the benefits have been far-reaching, the 
overall effect of neoliberal economic policy has not 
been conclusively positive. Estimates of the impact 
these policies have had on the number of people 
living in poverty vary enormously with the political 
affiliation of the person doing the estimating. 
The World Bank cautiously concludes that trade 
liberalization has been beneficial, claiming that 
it “has had the direct effect of reducing poverty 
(in Mexico) by about 3 percent, therefore lifting 
approximately 3 million individuals out of poverty.”6 
A private research center in Mexico also concluded 
that poverty decreased as a result of trade 
openness- although only by 1 percent between 
1992 and 2002 (NoticiasFinancieras 2005).
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Bryan Roberts, an academic that has studied Latin 
America for decades, concluded that economic 
reforms have “brought no diminution in…poverty.”7 
The United Nations actually concluded that the 
implementation of neoliberal economic policy was, 
“the single main cause of increases in poverty 
and inequality during the 1980s and 1990s.”8 
It should be noted that the United Nations was 
speaking about developing nations in general, not 
specifically Mexico. But the one thing that is certain 
is that the rewards of neoliberal policies have been 
distributed unevenly; the economic benefits have 
overwhelmingly gone to an elite few.
Two centuries ago the German explorer 
Alexander von Humboldt wrote: “Mexico is the 
land of inequality. Perhaps nowhere is there more 
appalling…distribution of incomes.”9 Humboldt’s 
observation is just as true today. Almost everyone- 
including the World Bank, the United Nations, and 
the Mexican government- agrees that economic 
reforms are contributing to increasing inequality. 
Wage inequality has worsened pretty much 
everywhere in the world in the last several decades, 
but Mexico’s wage inequality has risen more than 
any other country in Latin American (The Economist 
2000). In fact, while corporate profits skyrocketed, 
unskilled workers have experienced an actual 
decrease in real wages in many regions (Nicita 
2004).
A seeming benefit of trade liberalization is 
that it lowers the cost of goods and services. 
Unfortunately for the poor, the reduction of the 
cost of consumption has not benefited them much. 
Many of the products that have lowered in price, 
such as computers, automobiles, and other forms 
of new technology, are still far out of reach for 
the lower classes. But as the major producers of 
agricultural products in Mexico, they have been hurt 
by increased competition from the United States. As 
The Economist wrote in 2000, “For (poor Mexican 
farmers), competing with American farmers on 
vast fields with high-tech machines, high-quality 
seed and high-value (government) subsidies is like 
attacking a battleship with a machete.”10 Free trade 
with the United States has forced many Mexican 
farmers deeper into poverty. Ironically, many of the 
farmers pushed off their land by free trade migrated 
to the United States and now provide cheap labor to 
the very farms that priced them out of the market. 
The disparities between rural and urban areas also 
sparked a wave of migration within Mexico. Rural-
to-urban migration during the middle part of the 20th 
century caused Mexico’s cities to swell. In 1940, 
only 20 percent of Mexico’s population was urban. 
By 1980, that number had increased to 65 percent 
(Covarrubias 1984).  Urbanization slowed during 
the 1980s only to accelerate again as agricultural 
competition with the United States increased. Today, 
Family in Ciudad Juarez
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urbanization in Mexico has probably about reached 
saturation as nearly 76% of Mexico’s 100 million 
people live in cities (UN-HABITAT 2003). 
Alarmingly, growing inequality between the rich and 
poor is increasing the degree of spatial segregation 
within cities. As wealth is concentrated, the prime 
resources of the city are increasingly appropriated 
by the affluent (UN-HABITAT 2003). The new rich 
are able to pay more for a key range of goods, 
especially land. And as land prices rise, the poor 
are marginalized to the in the worst parts of the 
city. Throughout Mexico’s growing cities, the 
urban poor are being forced to the periphery. They 
are finding themselves farther and farther from 
sources of formal sector employment, affordable 
transportation, and education opportunities.
And although Mexico has seen some tremendous 
improvement in both health and education in recent 
decades, these areas are some of the clearest 
examples of inequality. For instance, although infant 
mortality has been drastically reduced since 1960, 
the rates are incredibly divergent among classes. 
According to data collected by John Scott at CIDE, 
in 1998 infant mortality among the richest 20% was 
13 per 1,000, but for the poorest 20% it was 52 per 
1,000, four times as high (The Economist 2000). 
The Economist wrote about another example of 
inequality:
“The average Mexican child now gets 7.7 years 
of schooling, up from only 2.8 in 1960. That puts 
Mexico roughly in the middle among Latin American 
countries. However, it has a bigger schooling gap 
between rich and poor than any of its neighbors. 
In the mid-1990s the poorest 10% of its children 
averaged only 2.1 years; the richest 10%, 12.1 
years.”11
Economics do not determine human history, but 
they certainly set the stage that everything else 
occurs upon. In Mexico, the growing economy 
has made tremendous improvements to the living 
conditions of the urban poor. But it has been 
painfully slow to integrate them into the middle 
and upper classes. To engage the urban poverty 
challenge as an architect and designer, I must first 
understand how economic forces relate to the built 
environment. Only then can i effectively address 
one of Mexico’s most prominent problems – the 
obstacles to social integration.
Growing inequality and rising land prices force the urban poor to the periphery
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POVERTY AND URBAN DEVELOPMENT 
PROCESSES
Because urbanization has nearly reached saturation 
in Mexico, rural-to-urban migration will be minimal in 
coming decades. But the poor continue to migrate 
between cities in pursuit of better opportunities. 
That tendency, in combination with a moderate 
population growth rate and persistent poverty 
make evident that affordable housing for the poor 
will continue to be a challenge in Mexico’s cities. 
Unfortunately, the formal housing market is out of 
reach of 70 percent of Mexican households (Fay 
2005). The real problem is the difficulty to attain 
land, as the urban poor are capable of building 
their own housing. The price of real estate is so 
high that the low-income population must utilize 
unconventional methods to attain shelter. in the 
coming years, nearly 60 percent of all urban 
housing in Mexico will be self-built and located on 
land that is acquired by means outside of the formal 
housing market (Siembieda and Moreno 1997). The 
incredible demand for low-cost land and housing will 
have a significant impact on urban form in Mexico. 
Urban form in any society is largely determined by a 
highly competitive land allocation process between 
groups. The most powerful groups always utilize 
some mechanism to gain possession of the most 
desirable areas. In Mexico, as in most capitalist 
countries, the market is the mechanism that 
essentially allocates land.12  This market process 
inevitably creates residential segregation; the rich 
generally live in one part of a city and the poor in 
another. 
As noted by Alan Gilbert and Peter Ward, in 
societies with wide disparities in income and 
wealth, such as Mexico, the degree of residential 
and land-use segregation is likely to be very 
great.13 Unfortunately for the urban poor, as income 
disparities grow, the degree of spatial segregation 
is also likely to rise. As noted before, when the 
upper-classes acquire more wealth they are able to 
purchase more land at higher costs. A competitive 
bidding process between wealthy individuals or 
groups ensues and causes the overall price of land 
in urban areas to rise. Rising land prices make 
cities more and more inaccessible to the poor, and 
force them to the least desirable land. increasingly 
they find themselves on land with the worst 
characteristics: areas with environmental hazards, 
areas with the worst pollution, areas with little 
access to basic services, and areas far away from 
affordable transportation, job sources, and activity 
centers (Habitat for Humanity 2005). 
In Mexico, the housing needs of the urban poor 
are initially met in three ways: people move in with 
relatives, find a cheap unit in the city to rent, or 
occupy (legally or illegally) irregular land (Habitat 
para Humanidad 2005).1 As they establish a 
more stable income and acquire more resources, 
a large majority eventually settle on individual 
parcels in informal settlements on the periphery of 
cities.15 All expectations were that by the year 2000 
more than 0 million people would live in these 
informal settlements, and the number of people 
living in peripheral settlements is expected to rise 
(Siembieda and Moreno 1997).
Although a majority of Mexico’s urban poor live 
on the outskirts of cities, some of the urban poor 
have taken up residence within the central city.16 
(There are substantial exceptions and variations 
to the circumstances, but I will try to provide some 
generalized insight into the living conditions of 
central-area dwellers in the following paragraphs). 
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The residential locations of central-area dwellers 
can be categorized generally in four types: aging 
government housing projects, rental units in 
neighborhoods that have fallen out of favor by the 
better-off, scattered “slum islands,” and mature 
informal settlements.17
According to the United Nations, the majority of 
central-area urban poor dwellers tend to be wage 
earners, and are either on piece rates or are 
casually hired (UN-HABITAT 2003). Specifically 
in Mexico, a higher percentage of central-area 
dwellers are renters than their counterparts in 
peripheral informal settlements, who are more 
likely to own or be in the process of acquiring 
ownership rights to their properties. The city-center 
neighborhoods that are accessible to the poor 
are often physically decaying and may even be 
dangerous. The aging housing projects are likely 
to be poorly-designed, inflexible to changing family 
circumstances, and hostile to cultural traditions. 
City-center dwellers are also more likely to be 
pushed out of their homes if their neighborhoods 
attain or regain popularity by more wealthy classes 
through gentrification processes.
Also, scattered throughout cities are small “islands 
of slums,” that occupy areas that may have been 
intended as open space or were thought to be 
unsuitable for housing (UN-HABITAT 2003). These 
settlements are typically small and can be found 
near highways, railroad tracks, riverbanks, steep 
hillsides, and other areas that are physically or 
environmentally unsafe. According to UN-HABITAT, 
“They (occupants of small slum islands) cannot 
support their own social infrastructure (school, clinic, 
etc); but use the facilities of the neighborhoods in 
which they are located – unless they are denied 
access through social discrimination.”18 
Residents of mature informal settlements are likely 
to have to best living conditions of central-city slum 
dwellers. These settlements may have originally 
been established on ejido or government land on 
the outside of cities, but as cities grew they were 
“swallowed.” In most circumstances, the local and 
national government has worked to extend basic 
services such as electricity, water, and sanitation to 
these settlements and most of the parcels now have 
legal status. Often the residents of old central-city 
informal settlements have the best opportunity of 
the urban poor to achieve upward mobility.
In general, each type of central-area settlement 
benefits from several advantages that their 
peripheral counterparts do not. They are often 
located near high concentrations of employment 
opportunities, especially those related to unskilled 
and casual jobs (UN-HABITAT 2003). Additionally, 
most cities grow in a radial pattern so naturally 
public transportation is best served closer to the 
center. Therefore, low-income city residents are 
more likely to have access to affordable public 
transportation than those on the periphery. Central-
area dwellers also generally have decent access to 
Sprawling poor district on the eastern edge of Ciudad Mexico
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basic services such as improved water, sanitation, 
and electricity- although these services are 
sometimes overloaded and unreliable (UN-HABITAT 
2003).
The urban poor that tend to congregate on the 
cheapest land on the outskirts of cities have 
a different set of challenges. Most frequently 
peripheral land does not have basic infrastructure or 
housing, but the settlers build their own shelter and 
utilize various methods to attain services after the 
settlement has been established (Siembieda and 
Moreno 1997). 
William Siembieda and Eduardo Moreno examined 
the processes of informal settlement development 
and the various land sources utilized by the urban 
poor in their article, “Expanding Housing Choices for 
the Sector Popular: Strategies for Mexico.” Much of 
my analysis on the process of peripheral settlement 
development is derived from their work. Siembieda 
and Moreno describe the process of informal 
development as a sequence that essentially 
involves three stages:
“Occupation, transition, and consolidation. 
Occupation is the act of taking physical possession 
to claim usufruct right on the parcel. When 
occupation is not forcefully opposed by the 
authorities or landowners, the transition stage 
begins. It consists of the occupants filling in the 
unoccupied parcels with other families, beginning to 
construct houses themselves, and then requesting 
basic services and utilities from state and local 
governments. Consolidation, the last stage, includes 
obtaining all basic infrastructure and urban services 
and receiving titles to the land.”19
Siembieda and Moreno go on to describe the 
process of obtaining infrastructure:
“Basically, once a parcel is occupied, residents ask 
the government for assistance, which takes various 
forms: government-installed systems, resident-
installed systems, and cooperative (government and 
resident) installation. Assistance with infrastructure 
upgrading can be programmatic, or it can be on 
an ad hoc basis to garner electoral support for 
individual politicians.”20
The informal sector acquires and occupies land 
from three sources: ejido land, government land, 
and private land.21 By far, the largest source of land 
for informal settlements has been, and continues to 
be, ejido land. In fact, of the total area of land that 
will be consumed for housing in the coming years, 
65 percent will come from land now held in ejido 
status (Siembieda and Moreno 1997).  The second 
major source of land for informal settlements 
is government land, which is generally held as 
territorial reserves, mostly for housing purposes 
(Siembieda and Moreno 1997).  The third source 
of land for the informal housing sector is low-value 
private land. That property that is sometimes in rural 
areas many miles from cities, but most frequently it 
is on the urban edge. The poor utilize each of these 
kinds of lands to serve their housing needs.
As noted in the section titled The Context of Poverty 
in Mexico, the massive ejido land program was 
originally designed to reserve land for communal 
agriculture. Many major cities in Mexico are 
surrounded by ejido properties (Zearly 1993). Until 
1992, ejido land was controlled by the government 
and ejido members were not legally allowed to sell 
the property. But the development pressure was 
such that it was common practice to do so, even 
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informal settlement on the periphery of Guadalajara
illegally, and sometimes it was even condoned by 
government authorities (Siembieda and Moreno 
1997). Since the 1992 constitutional amendment 
on land reform, ejido land is in the process of being 
regularized (giving occupants legal rights to land 
and housing) and owners are now allowed to sell 
the parcels. According to Siembieda and Moreno, 
two distinct sale processes occur on ejido land: 
external and internal land subdivisions. The first 
process involves external subdividers that buy 
land, generally without title, from the ejido council 
(Siembieda and Moreno 1997). They then subdivide 
it and sell it to poor families. The second process 
is for the ejido members to sell plots themselves, 
thus bypassing the land subdivider. Most often 
when ejido land is sold it lacks infrastructure, but 
the new occupants work with local authorities to 
acquire basic services. The process of acquiring 
infrastructure and services is highly political, and 
can take several years.
in addition to ejido land, government lands are 
held in many states for housing purposes. in the 
case of government land, the property is first 
occupied by an invading group of settlers. Then 
the occupying group asks the government for basic 
infrastructure services and arranges some form of 
partial or complete payment. In some cases, illegal 
occupation of government lands will result in the 
expulsion of the occupying groups, but the general 
practice is for some sort of compromise to be 
worked out (Siembieda and Moreno 1997).
Private land is most often brought into the informal 
sector through unsolicited occupation or illegal sale. 
In the first case, unsolicited occupation of lands 
with urban uses usually results in a land sale by 
the owner to the government, or else the occupying 
group makes some arrangement to purchase 
the parcel over time (Siembieda and Moreno 
1997). Private land owners are under pressure 
to sell invaded land because the legal process of 
forcibly evicting occupiers is time-consuming and 
problematic. In the second instance, the private 
owner arranges to illegally subdivide a parcel 
and sells it off to poor families. in this manner the 
private owner does not incur the costs of installing 
infrastructure or paying land transfer taxes. This 
practice usually occurs on the city’s far urban edge 
(Siembieda and Moreno 1997).
As we have seen, the processes that determine 
spatial organization in Mexico cause residential 
segregation, and the degree of segregation is 
increasing as the cost of urban land rises. The 
urban poor utilize unconventional methods to obtain 
land and shelter, and generally local and national 
governments are working to ensure their very 
basic needs- security of tenure, improved water, 
sanitation, and electricity- are being met. However, 
current living conditions for millions of urban poor 
in Mexico remain deplorable and the national 
housing deficit is increasing. In the next section I 
will examine some of the recent and past design 
interventions that address the challenge of housing 
the urban poor.
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DESIGN RESPONSES TO URBAN POVERTY
Architects and planners have been attempting to 
improve the living conditions of Mexico’s urban 
poor for nearly a century. Although well-intentioned, 
some of the solutions failed miserably- probably 
doing more harm than good. Others proposals were 
very successful. The design proposals attempted 
during the past century can be characterized in three 
categories: massive housing projects, replacement of 
dweller-built places with designed units, and service-
based approaches.
The first attempts to solve the housing problem 
in Mexico focused on the construction of public 
housing projects for the poor. This relatively short-
lived strategy derived its designs from European and 
American modernist principles and often resulted in 
high rise housing blocks. The designers ambitiously 
attempted to solve the housing shortage and 
confront the problem of poverty with plans that relied 
almost entirely on “better architecture.” 
The housing that resulted was hostile to traditional 
social patterns and prevented expressions of 
individuality. Some of the projects incorporated 
communal spaces, such as kitchens, that were 
shared by several families (Dr. Beth Doll). Needless 
to say, that strategy was met with harsh criticism 
by occupants. The buildings were also difficult 
for occupants to repair and expand themselves 
as changing family circumstances necessitate. 
Additionally, these public housing projects required 
huge investments of public resources. it rapidly 
became clear that they could not provide more than 
a token dent in the housing shortage and would not 
solve the problem of poverty (UN-HABITAT 2003). 
These public housing projects were a complete 
failure. This experience forced architects to realize 
that poverty is not simply a matter of poor design and 
insufficient public investment; it is integrally tied to the 
economic and social context. Although these housing 
experiments ended more than 40 years ago, I would 
argue that the lingering effects of this overwhelming 
failure continue to turn away international designers 
from engaging the challenge of urban poverty.
The second type of design intervention in Mexico 
could be characterized as “re-housing” the urban 
poor. Rehousing involved a variety of specific 
strategies, but it generally attempts to enhance the 
use of the land and property upon which informal 
settlements were built by demolishing owner-built 
residences and replacing them with architect-
designed models. At best, this is undertaken with 
the agreement and involvement of the neighborhood 
residents. These interventions have had mixed 
results, depending largely on the level of involvement 
of the community, the amount of resources allocated 
to the projects, the system of construction, and the 
design itself.
On the positive side, the structural stability 
of construction generally improved and the 
neighborhood became better organized- improving 
the overall aesthetic quality and easing the integration 
of public services such as infrastructure, schools, 
and parks. But occupants have often expressed 
disapproval of the final result and the general 
consensus is that this strategy should be avoided 
when possible. This may be because the designer(s), 
although well-educated, cannot fully grasp the real 
housing needs of the urban poor or create spaces that 
rapidly adapt to changing circumstances. Additionally, 
because it demands government subsidize housing 
construction, “re-housing” required vast amounts of 
resources that the Mexican government was unable 
to provide on a sustainable basis.
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A more successful model of re-housing has recently 
been achieved by international NGOs (non-
governmental organizations) such as Habitat para 
Humanidad, Amigos de las Americas, Un Techo 
para mi Pais, The Hope Foundation, religious 
organizations, and others. These organizations 
generally do not demolish existing homes, but 
they build new homes on previously vacant sites. 
Variation exists between the organizations and 
between each project, but most of these civil society 
groups require beneficiaries to own their own 
property before applying in a competitive process 
for assistance. The demand for new NGO-built 
homes is high and response has been immense. 
For example, consider that in the last decade 
Habitat para Humanidad alone built more than 
16,000 homes in Mexico. 
The various non-governmental organizations can 
adjust to the availability of funding from international 
donors and reduce construction costs by utilizing 
international volunteers- most frequently from the 
United States. Most civil society home-building 
organizations provide the initial funding for materials 
and labor, but require the occupants to pay the 
organization back on an interest-free basis. This 
financial model has proven to be very effective and 
financially sustainable. The downside of this model 
is that it promotes bad spatial organization.  This 
was best described in a Habitat para Humanidad 
research report, “The design of the Habitat program 
is being questioned because it reinforces the notion 
of a spread-out city, contrary to state policies that 
encourage re-densification. The program fosters 
purchasing peripheral land instead of better utilizing 
the existing urban frontier, increases expansion-
related costs (both social and political), and puts a 
greater burden on the economy.”22 i will discuss the 
problem with peripheral development regarding to 
the urban poor in more detail in the section titled, 
Housing and Exclusion.
The final type of design proposal is the service-
based approach. The service-based approach has 
been used to varying degrees of success in two 
ways: to lay the groundwork for new settlements 
and to upgrade existing informal settlements. 
The first service-based approach, often referred to 
as “sites-and-services,” focuses on providing basic 
services and infrastructure to areas before informal 
settlements develop. This approach is utilized less 
in Mexico than in many developing nations. The 
sites-and-services approach has not been fully 
pursued in Mexico because the federal government 
has historically favored demand-side (small loans 
and subsidies for new houses), rather than supply 
side (site preparation, housing construction) 
programs. But the sites-and-services approach 
is sometimes utilized on ejido land when external 
subdividers arrange for infrastructure installation 
before the parcels are sold to poor families. 
This practice is relatively uncommon, as private 
subdividers generally prefer to avoid the high cost of 
installing infrastructure. 
Sites-and-services schemes are most effective 
when the future occupants participate directly in the 
planning process. Normally, the sites-and-services 
schemes also work best combined with material 
banks and home construction loans or subsidies.23 
The sites-and-services scheme does not usually 
involve housing construction, but is often combined 
with a land regularization strategy. This approach 
involves planning and minimal design, but this is 
often undertaken by local authorities or the ejido 
land subdividers themselves.
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As i described in the previous section titled Poverty 
and the Development Process, upgrading existing 
settlements is the most common design intervention 
regarding quality-of-life issues of the urban poor 
in Mexico. This is an integral policy in Mexico, 
as many informal settlements begin with little or 
no infrastructure. it generally involves extending 
basic services, such as improved water supply, 
improved sanitation, and electricity up to satisfactory 
standards. In the early 1990s, federally-funded 
assistance for infrastructure extension into informal 
settlements in Mexico reached more than 1 percent 
of GDP- about $4 billion annually (Siembieda and 
Moreno/The World Bank Database). 
Upgrading usually does not involve home 
construction, since the residents can do that 
themselves. In fact, they often prefer to construct 
their own houses.  But upgrading sometimes 
involves providing footpaths, roads, and street 
lighting (UN-HABITAT 2003). Like sites-and-services 
approaches, is most effective when combined with 
small optional loans for home improvement. Also, 
an integral part of slum upgrading is regularization. 
Mexico has an aggressive and consistent policy 
to give land titles to the urban poor. in just six 
years during the late 1980s and early 1990s, 2.12 
million plots in existing informal settlements were 
regularized (Siembieda and Moreno 1997).   
Sites-and-services and existing settlement 
upgrading, the two service-based approaches, 
are particularly successful because they focus on 
providing only the most basic needs of the urban 
poor. They effectively utilize occupant labor and 
resources for housing construction while employing a 
minimum public investment to provide infrastructure 
and basic services. This allows the urban poor to 
retain control over their personal environments. 
Perhaps most importantly, serviced-based 
approaches are the most affordable design 
intervention. They have proven to be financially 
sustainable for the Mexican government. Therefore 
the projects can be extended to a much larger 
proportion of the population than any of the previous 
design proposals. During the Salinas de Gortari 
administration (1988 to 1994) the national electric 
utility was extended to most informal settlements 
(Siembieda and Moreno 1997). Also, by 2000, 
sources of improved drinking water had been 
extended to 95 percent of Mexico’s urban residents 
and 88 percent of the urban population had access 
to improved sanitation (UN-HABITAT 2003). But it 
is important to acknowledge that though substantial 
progress has been made in the provision of basic 
urban services, a substantial portion of residences 
in newer informal settlements remains without 
adequate access to basic urban amenities.
According to the UNHABITAT Global Report 
on Human Settlements in 2003, “The results of 
(service-based approaches) are highly visible, 
immediate, and make a significant difference 
in the quality of life of the urban poor.”2 These 
approaches will appropriately form a significant 
component of urban poverty housing strategies 
in Mexico in the coming decades. But for all their 
success in improving living conditions, service-
based-approaches do not effectively address the 
marginalization of the poor. The key to engaging 
the urban poverty challenge in Mexico will be to 
confront the exclusionary factors that prevent more 
social and economic mobility. 
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HOUSING AND EXCLUSION
Bryan Roberts notes in The Making of Citizens 
that, “Urban poverty is not simply a matter of 
individual income; it is exacerbated by the spatial 
and physical organization of the cities.”25 Deficient 
urban organization in Mexico results in unequal 
access to essential public services among varying 
social classes. For example, health facilities are 
unevenly concentrated in the richer areas of the city 
(Roberts 1995). Roberts also describes education 
facility disparity, “Educational facilities are unevenly 
distributed with the higher-income areas having 
private schools and better state school facilities; low-
income areas…have rudimentary school buildings 
and over-crowded classes.”26
Just as importantly, the processes that determine 
urban form in Mexico separate the residential areas of 
the urban poor from the economic centers that provide 
their best job opportunities. Unfortunately, as Mexico’s 
economy develops this segregation will probably 
become more pronounced. I have discussed the first 
factor in previous sections, increasing land prices that 
push the poor to the urban edge.
The second economic factor that is likely to create 
greater residential/job separation for the poor is the 
changing nature of Mexico’s economy. Between 
1990 and 2000, the percentage of national GDP that 
came from agriculture, manufacturing, and industry all 
stayed the same or decreased; only the service sector 
expanded. The service sector is the fastest-growing 
sector in the Mexican economy and its prominence 
is likely to continue to rise for decades. Service jobs, 
more so than any other sector, are most frequently 
located in the commercial center of cities- where land 
prices are highest and most inaccessible to the urban 
poor.
The location of housing is extremely relevant. The 
United Nations asserts that the two factors most 
important to the quality of life of the urban poor are 
proximity to employment opportunities and access 
to basic services (UN-HABITAT 2003). It is well 
documented that the urban poor in Mexico often 
find themselves far from job sites. This problem is 
most severe in Mexico’s largest cities; in Mexico 
City the journey from home to work for the urban 
poor often takes up to two hours and can involve 
several changes, queuing, crowding, and long 
waits (Roberts 1995). Habitat para Humanidad has 
established that the poor suffer from similar spatial 
challenges in cities as varied as San Cristobal 
de las Casas, a typically slow-moving rural city in 
the southernmost state of Chiapas, and Tijuana, 
a sprawling metropolis on the Mexico-California 
border (Habitat para Humanidad 2005).
Lengthy commutes to work are detrimental to the 
urban poor in Mexico. The primary disadvantage is 
that they are waste of time. The UN Task Force on 
improving the Lives of Slum Dwellers concluded 
that, “Travel time burdens limit the ability of children 
to get an education.” 27 Reducing commuting time 
Habitat para la Humanidad construction in Puebla
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would increase the time that could be spent earning 
income, attending school, learning job skills, or 
caring for children or the elderly. The second major 
disadvantage of long commutes is that they directly 
decrease the disposable income of a family. UN-
HABITAT found that globally low-income households 
living in peri-urban areas often spend up 30 percent 
of their incomes on transportation (UN-HABITAT 
2003). In Mexico that percentage is likely to be lower 
because public transportation is relatively affordable, 
but it still constitutes a significant portion of the 
household income of poor families.
Geographic isolation is not only a problem for poor 
families; it is also a burden on society. Everyday the 
millions of low-income workers that reside on the 
periphery of cities spend many minutes, or even 
hours, traveling to and from work. The accumulated 
commute time for the urban poor in Mexico may 
approach 1 billion hours a year. That time essentially 
equates to wasted man-hours that could be better 
utilized in a number of more productive ways.
As I noted in the section titled, Poverty and Urban 
Development Processes, some of the urban poor 
in Mexico have been able to find residences near 
the employment centers within cities. But they are 
frequently required to make severe trade-offs for their 
better location.  The central-area urban poor often 
have to live on perilous or polluted land, reside in 
unsympathetic housing projects, pay overpriced rent 
to slumlords, or inhabit dangerous neighborhoods.
in order to propose a viable and relevant design 
solution to this problem, I must first understand the 
three reasons the low-income population cannot 
overcome the obstacles to integration themselves: 
their inability to accumulate financial capital, their lack 
of access to credit and loans, and the lack of viable 
design responses that address the reality of the 
formal housing market.
Millions of Mexicans must expend most of their 
incomes on the bare essentials of food, clothing, 
shelter, and transportation. It is likely that the bottom 
30 percent of Mexicans are unable to save at all 
(Szekely 1998). But the many others that do save 
are excluded from formal financial markets and 
appropriate savings instruments (Fay 2005). As a 
result, they save by accumulating anything from 
consumption goods (such as food) to semi-durables 
(such as clothing) to durable goods (such as 
furniture, consumer appliances, and bicycles) (Fay 
2005). These goods have value in informal markets, 
but it is difficult to convert them to financial capital 
that can be used in the formal real estate market.
Compounding this problem, the urban poor lack 
access to credit and loans. Most of the goods 
they are able to accumulate cannot serve as 
collateral. Even the low-income population’s most 
valuable possession, their land and housing, is 
too structurally instable and undesirably located to 
perform this need. Unfortunately, the assets of the 
poor are “dead capital.”28 
But lack of access to appropriate savings 
instruments and exclusion from loans and credit can 
be combated with an intelligent financial program 
targeted specifically to the poor. Although individual 
families have difficulty utilizing the financial 
instruments to purchase land in the formal land 
market, non-profit organizations have recognized 
this issue and are exploring programs to address it. 
Most of the NGOs that work in poverty housing find 
ways to provide financial services to the poor.
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Even if they were to have the right financial tools, 
the urban poor would still be excluded from the 
formal land market within cities for two reasons: 
their individual needs do not match what is offered 
by the market and the typical land-use patterns of 
low-income settlements are too inefficient to justify 
investing in more expensive land.
Individual low-income families only need a tiny 
amount of space for housing, approximately 30-50 
square meters. The formal land market normally 
does not offer parcels that small. That immediately 
excludes solitary families from purchasing lots. But 
the greater obstacle to purchasing a site in the city is 
the high price of land. The typical informal settlement 
is composed of many isolated houses built in the 
middle of lots. This makes very inefficient use of 
land. A new design response is needed in order to 
be able to pay for sites well-located in cities. The 
design must utilize a more compressed architectural 
type, one that creates higher-intensity land use to 
accommodate the needs of a community of low-
income families. In summary, the design should 
achieve what individual families could not do alone.
Santa Paula  on the outskirts of Guadalajara
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THE SIXTH CHINA URBAN HOUSING CONFERENCE
SEXTA CONFERENCIA DE VIVIENDAS EN CHINA
In March 2007 I presented the paper on the following pages to the 6th China Urban Housing Conference in Beijing, China. The Ministry 
of Construction and Chinese University of Hong kong organized the event to study “housing and human settlements under rapid 
urbanization process.” My research on housing the urban poor in Mexico served as a case study for China as the nation experiences 
economic growth and rapid urbanization. I was one of 10 winners of the “Best Paper Award” out of 266 submitted abstracts. 
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Effectively Engaging the Urban Poverty Challenge:
A study of the context, conditions, and challenges of housing the urban poor in Mexico
Jeremy Emerson
University of Nebraska, Lincoln, UsA
kEYWORDS: urbanization, residential segregation, urban poverty, housing development, housing in Mexico
ABSTRACT: Mexico provides an apt case study for housing issues during the process of rapid urbanization 
and robust economic growth. In the last 50 years, the nation’s gross domestic product more than quadrupled 
and its urbanization ratio jumped from about 25% to nearly 80%. But living conditions for millions of poor urban 
Mexicans remain deplorable. Moreover, current development processes force the poor to land on the periphery 
– far from the network of opportunities provided by cities. 
This paper analyzes the economic context of poverty in Mexico, the processes that shape urban form in Mexico, 
and the inadequacies of poverty housing responses throughout the 20th century. The paper’s primary assertion 
is that urban planners and architects must engage the challenge to create economically diverse neighborhoods 
during the urbanization process.
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INTRODUCTION:
THE CONTEXT OF POVERTY IN MEXICO
Throughout Mexico’s growing cities the urban poor often 
find themselves stuck in an intergenerational cycle of 
poverty. This is not because Mexico is a poor nation; it is 
advanced in terms of economic development. Urban poverty 
is so entrenched in Mexico because its highly-segregated 
cities provide unequal access to education, employment 
opportunities, and other services crucial to social mobility. 
During the rural-to-urban mass migration of the 20th century, 
planners and architects struggled to cope with immense 
housing shortages and as cities swelled designers failed to 
create economically diverse neighborhoods. Unfortunately, 
now that the process of urbanization is ending in Mexico, it 
is clear that the highly segregated nature of its cities will be a 
burden on society for decades to come. 
in order to understand the context of poverty and housing 
in Mexico, it is important to consider the forces that shape 
its economy. The 20th century was a time of tremendous 
economic and social change throughout the world. Formerly 
isolated national markets integrated, immediate international 
communication developed, technology advanced, and wealth 
grew.  In Mexico, the extent of these changes can be largely 
attributed to the advance of neoliberal economic policies. 
Mexico implemented policy shifts that reduced government 
spending, privatized industries, and opened its markets to 
free trade.
The implementation of neoliberal economic policies 
stimulated tremendous economic growth in Mexico. Since 
1970, the national GDP (gross domestic product) more than 
tripled in real dollars (World Bank Database 2006). By 2006, 
the average income in Mexico was $10,000 (in purchasing 
power parity), higher than all but two other Latin American 
countries (UN-HABITAT 2003, World Bank Database 2006). 
Some areas, such as the Distrito Federal and Monterrey, 
have average annual incomes that rival those of countries 
like Spain and italy and most analysts expect Mexico’s 
economy to remain strong, sustaining the macroeconomic 
growth rates of the last 4 decades (UNDP 2004). In fact, 
Goldman Sachs predicts Mexico’s GDP to be the fifth largest 
in the world by 2040 (The Economist 2006). 
Due to rapid economic development a mass population 
migration to Mexico’s urban centers began in the middle 
of the 20th century. In 1940, only 20 percent of Mexico’s 
population lived in cities but over the next several decades 
millions of Mexicans migrated to urban centers (Covarrubias 
1984). By 2000, the urbanization ratio had almost reached 
saturation as nearly 76% of Mexico’s population lived in cities 
(UN-HABITAT 2003).
Economic growth and urbanization enabled major progress in 
some important social dimensions such as health, education, 
and access to basic services. Statistics show infant mortality 
dropped from 93 deaths per 1000 live births in 1960 to 28 
in 1998 (The Economist 2000).  In the same period, the 
average life expectancy increased from 57 years to 74 years 
(World Bank Database 2006). Education levels in Mexico 
also improved. Only 8% of Mexicans are illiterate today; that 
is a tremendous improvement from decades ago and better 
than the average for Latin America (UN-HABITAT 2003). 
Additionally, a large majority of Mexicans now have access to 
an improved source of water and sanitation.
But decades after rapid economic development 
and urbanization began, 52% percent of Mexico’s 
population still does not have sufficient access to food, 
education, healthcare, clothing, housing, and transport 
(NoticiasFinancieras 2005). The benefits of growth are far-
reaching, but poverty, particularly extreme poverty (defined 
as living with less than $2 a day), proves to be incredibly 
persistent in Mexico. The nation struggles with high rates 
of urban poverty largely because the poor suffer from 
geographic isolation. Unfortunately, spatial segregation is 
likely to become even more pronounced in Mexico in coming 
decades.
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POVERTY AND URBAN DEVELOPMENT PROCESSES
Affordable housing for the poor remains a challenge in 
Mexico’s cities because the formal housing market is out of 
reach for most Mexican households. The real problem is the 
difficulty of attaining well-located land. High real-estate prices 
force the low-income population to utilize unconventional 
methods to attain shelter. In the coming years, nearly 60 
percent of all urban housing in Mexico will be self-built and 
located on land that is acquired by means outside of the 
formal housing market (Siembieda and Moreno 1997). The 
incredible demand for low-cost land and housing significantly 
impacts urban form in Mexico. 
Urban form in any society is largely determined by a highly 
competitive land allocation process between groups. The 
most powerful groups always utilize some mechanism to 
gain possession of the most desirable areas. In Mexico, as 
in most capitalist countries, the market is the mechanism 
that essentially allocates land. When the upper classes 
acquire more wealth they are able to purchase more land 
at higher costs. A competitive bidding process between 
wealthy individuals or groups ensues and causes the overall 
price of land in urban areas to rise. This process inevitably 
creates residential segregation; the rich generally live in 
one part of a city, the poor in another. The market process 
forces the poor to land with the worst characteristics: areas 
with environmental hazards, areas with the worst pollution, 
areas with little access to basic services, and areas far away 
from affordable transportation, sources of formal sector 
employment, and first-rate education opportunities.
In Mexico, the housing needs of the urban poor are initially 
met in three ways: people move in with relatives, find a 
cheap unit in the city to rent, or occupy (legally or illegally) 
the lowest-value land. A large majority eventually settle on 
individual parcels in informal settlements on the periphery 
of cities. According to some estimates, more than 40 million 
people live in these informal settlements, and the number 
of people living in peripheral settlements is expected to rise 
(Siembieda and Moreno 1997).
Although a majority of Mexico’s urban poor live on the 
outskirts of cities, some reside within the central city. 
(There are substantial exceptions and variations to the 
circumstances, but I will try to provide some insight into the 
living conditions of central-area dwellers in the following 
paragraphs). The residential locations of central-area 
dwellers can be categorized generally in four types: aging 
government housing projects, rental units in neighborhoods 
that have fallen out of favor by the more wealthy, scattered 
“slum islands,” and mature informal settlements.
In Mexico, a higher percentage of central-area dwellers 
are renters than their counterparts in peripheral informal 
settlements, who are more likely to own or be in the process 
of acquiring ownership rights to their properties. The city-
center neighborhoods that are accessible to the poor are 
often physically decaying and may be dangerous. The 
aging housing projects are likely to be poorly designed, 
inflexible to changing family circumstances, and hostile to 
cultural traditions. Also, scattered throughout cities are small 
“slum islands” that can be found near highways, railroad 
tracks, riverbanks, steep hillsides, and other physically or 
environmentally unsafe areas. City-center dwellers are 
also more likely to be pushed out of their homes if their 
neighborhoods attain or regain popularity by more wealthy 
classes through gentrification processes.
Although city-center poverty housing has many 
disadvantages, central-area settlements benefit from several 
advantages that their peripheral counterparts do not. They 
are often located near high concentrations of employment 
opportunities, especially those related to unskilled and 
casual jobs. Additionally, most cities grow in a radial pattern 
so naturally public transportation is best served closer to 
the center. Central-area dwellers generally have decent 
access to basic services such as improved water, sanitation, 
and electricity- although these services are sometimes 
overloaded and unreliable.
The urban poor that tend to congregate on the cheapest land 
on the outskirts of cities have a different set of challenges. 
Peripheral land often does not have basic infrastructure or 
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housing, but the settlers build their own shelter and utilize 
various methods to attain services after the settlement has 
been established. William Siembieda and Eduardo Moreno 
examined the processes of informal settlement development 
in their article, “Expanding Housing Choices for the Sector 
Popular: Strategies for Mexico.” Siembieda and Moreno 
describe the process of informal development as a sequence 
that essentially involves three stages:
“Occupation, transition, and consolidation. Occupation is 
the act of taking physical possession to claim usufruct right 
on the parcel. When occupation is not forcefully opposed 
by the authorities or landowners, the transition stage 
begins. It consists of the occupants filling in the unoccupied 
parcels with other families, beginning to construct houses 
themselves, and then requesting basic services and utilities 
from state and local governments. Consolidation, the last 
stage, includes obtaining all basic infrastructure and urban 
services and receiving titles to the land” (Siembieda and 
Moreno 1997, p656).
Siembieda and Moreno go on to describe the process of 
obtaining infrastructure:
“Basically, once a parcel is occupied, residents ask 
the government for assistance, which takes various 
forms: government-installed systems, resident-installed 
systems, and cooperative (government and resident) 
installation. Assistance with infrastructure upgrading can 
be programmatic, or it can be on an ad hoc basis to garner 
electoral support for individual politicians” (Siembieda and 
Moreno 1997, p661).
The urban poor utilize unconventional methods to obtain land 
and shelter, and generally local and national governments 
are working to ensure their very basic needs- security of 
tenure, improved water, sanitation, and electricity- are being 
met. However, current living conditions for millions of urban 
poor in Mexico remain deplorable and the national housing 
deficit is increasing. Moreover, Mexico’s cities are highly 
segregated and the degree of segregation is increasing as 
the price of urban land rises. 
DESIGN RESPONSES TO HOUSING THE URBAN POOR
Architects and planners have been attempting to improve the 
living conditions of Mexico’s urban poor for nearly a century. 
Although well-intentioned, some of the solutions failed 
miserably, probably doing more harm than good. Others 
proposals were very successful. The design proposals 
attempted during the past century can be characterized in 
three categories: massive housing projects, replacement of 
dweller-built places with designed units, and service-based 
approaches.
The first attempts to solve the housing problem in Mexico 
focused on the construction of mass public housing projects 
for the poor. This relatively short-lived strategy derived its 
designs from European and American modernist principles 
and often resulted in high-rise housing blocks. The designers 
ambitiously attempted to solve the housing shortage and 
confront the problem of poverty with plans that relied almost 
entirely on “better architecture.” 
The housing that resulted was inflexible to changing 
family circumstances and hostile to cultural traditions. The 
buildings were also difficult for occupants to repair and 
expand themselves. Additionally, these mass public-housing 
projects required huge investments of public resources. 
it rapidly became clear that they could not provide more 
than a token dent in the housing shortage and would not 
solve the problem of poverty. These public-housing projects 
were a complete failure. This experience forced architects 
to realize that poverty is not simply a matter of poor design 
and insufficient public investment; it is integrally tied to 
the economic and social context. Although these housing 
experiments ended more than 40 years ago, I would argue 
that the lingering effects of this overwhelming failure continue 
to turn away international designers from engaging the 
challenge of urban poverty.
The second type of design intervention in Mexico could be 
characterized as “re-housing” the urban poor. Re-housing 
involves a variety of specific strategies, but it generally 
attempts to enhance the use of the land and property upon 
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which informal settlements are built by demolishing owner-
built residences and replacing them with architect-designed 
models. At best, this is undertaken with the agreement 
and involvement of the neighborhood residents. These 
interventions have mixed results, depending largely on 
the level of involvement of the community, the amount 
of resources allocated to the projects, the system of 
construction, and the design itself.
On the positive side, structural stability of construction 
improves and neighborhoods become better organized, 
improving the overall aesthetic quality and easing the 
integration of public services such as infrastructure, schools, 
and parks. But occupants have often expressed disapproval 
of the final result; the general consensus is that this strategy 
should be avoided when possible. This may be because 
the designer(s), although well-educated, cannot fully grasp 
the real housing needs of the urban poor or create spaces 
that rapidly adapt to changing circumstances. Additionally, 
because it demands government subsidize housing 
construction, re-housing requires unsustainable amounts of 
resources from the Mexican government.
A more successful model of re-housing has recently 
been achieved by international NGOs (non-governmental 
organizations) that build thousands of homes in Mexico every 
year. These organizations generally do not demolish existing 
homes, but they build new homes on previously vacant sites. 
The various non-governmental organizations adjust to the 
availability of funding from international donors and reduce 
construction costs by utilizing international volunteers- most 
frequently from the United States. Most civil society home-
building organizations provide the initial funding for materials 
and labor, but require the occupants to pay the organization 
back on an interest-free basis. This financial model proves to 
be very effective and financially sustainable. The downside 
of this model is that it promotes bad spatial organization.  
This was best described in a Habitat para la Humanidad 
research report, “The design of the Habitat program is being 
questioned because it reinforces the notion of a spread-out 
city, contrary to state policies that encourage re-densification. 
The program fosters purchasing peripheral land instead 
of better utilizing the existing urban frontier, increases 
expansion-related costs (both social and political), and puts a 
greater burden on the economy”(Habitat para la Humanidad 
2005). I will discuss the problem with peripheral development 
regarding to the urban poor in more detail in the section titled, 
Housing and Exclusion.
The final type of design proposal is the service-based 
approach. The service-based approach is used to varying 
degrees of success in two ways: to lay the groundwork 
for new settlements and to upgrade existing informal 
settlements. 
The first service-based approach, often referred to as 
“sites-and-services,” focuses on providing basic services 
and infrastructure to areas before informal settlements 
develop. Sites-and-services schemes are most effective 
when the future occupants participate directly in the planning 
process. Normally, the sites-and-services schemes work best 
combined with material banks and home construction loans 
or subsidies. The sites-and-services scheme does not usually 
involve housing construction, but is often combined with a 
strategy to give legal land titles to poor occupants. Sites-and-
services involves planning and minimal design, but this is 
often undertaken by local authorities or the property owners 
themselves.
The second and most common service-based approach is 
upgrading existing settlements. This is an integral policy in 
Mexico, as many informal settlements begin with little or no 
infrastructure. It generally involves extending basic services, 
such as improved water supply, improved sanitation, and 
electricity to satisfactory standards. Upgrading usually does 
not involve home construction, since the residents can do 
that themselves. In fact, they often prefer to construct their 
houses. Like sites-and-services approaches, upgrading is 
most effective when combined with small optional loans 
for home improvement. Also, an important part of Mexico’s 
effective upgrading strategy is an aggressive and consistent 
policy to give land titles to the urban poor. 
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Sites-and-services and existing settlement upgrading, the 
two service-based approaches, are particularly successful 
because they focus on providing only the most basic needs 
of the urban poor. Service-based approaches effectively 
utilize occupant labor and resources and allow the urban 
poor to retain control over their personal environments. 
Perhaps most importantly, service-based approaches are 
the most affordable design intervention. They have proven 
to be financially sustainable for the Mexican government. 
Therefore the projects can be extended to a much larger 
proportion of the population than any of the previous design 
proposals. 
“The results of (service-based approaches) are highly 
visible, immediate, and make a significant difference in the 
quality of life of the urban poor” (UN-HABITAT 2003, p126). 
These approaches will appropriately form a significant 
component of urban poverty housing strategies in Mexico in 
the coming decades. But for all their success at improving 
living conditions, none of Mexico’s design responses to urban 
poverty housing adequately address the challenge of spatial 
segregation.
HOUSING AND EXCLUSION
“Urban poverty is not simply a matter of individual income; it 
is exacerbated by the spatial and physical organization of the 
cities” (Roberts 1995, p158). Deficient urban organization in 
Mexico results in unequal access to essential public services 
among varying social classes. Bryan Roberts describes 
education facility disparity in Latin America, “Educational 
facilities are unevenly distributed with the higher-income areas 
having private schools and better state school facilities; low-
income areas…have rudimentary school buildings and over-
crowded classes” (Roberts 1995, p158). In addition, health 
facilities are unevenly concentrated in the richer areas of the city. 
Just as importantly, the processes that determine urban form in 
Mexico separate the residential areas of the urban poor from the 
economic centers that provide their best job opportunities. This 
problem will grow more pronounced as Mexico’s service sector 
expands. Service jobs, more so than any other sector, are most 
frequently located in the commercial center of cities- where land 
prices are highest and most inaccessible to the urban poor.
The location of housing is extremely relevant. The United 
Nations asserts the two factors most important to the quality of 
life of the urban poor are proximity to employment opportunities 
and access to basic services (UN-HABITAT 2003). It is well-
documented that the urban poor in Mexico often find themselves 
far from job sites. This problem is most severe in Mexico’s 
largest cities, but the poor suffer from similar spatial challenges 
in cities of varying size and geographic location throughout 
Mexico.
Lengthy commutes to work are detrimental to the urban poor 
in Mexico because they reduces the time that could be spent 
earning income, attending school, learning job skills, or caring 
for children or the elderly. Another major disadvantage of long 
commutes: they directly decrease the disposable income of poor 
families. UN-HABITAT found peri-urban low-income households 
around the world often spend up to 30 percent of their 
incomes on transportation (UN-HABITAT 2003). In Mexico that 
percentage is likely to be lower because public transportation is 
relatively affordable, but it still constitutes a significant portion of 
the household income of poor families.
Recently installed street curbs and  electrical wires in Santa Paula 
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Planners and architects failed to take adequate action to 
prevent the development of spatially segregated cities during 
Mexico’s urbanization process. And three major obstacles 
continue to prevent the urban poor from overcoming spatial 
segregation on their own: their inability to accumulate 
financial capital, their lack of access to credit and loans, and 
the lack of viable design responses that address the reality of 
the formal housing market.
Millions of Mexicans must expend most of their incomes 
on the bare essentials of food, clothing, shelter, and 
transportation. But the many others that do save are 
excluded from formal financial markets and appropriate 
savings instruments. As a result, they save by accumulating 
anything from consumption goods (such as food) to semi-
durables (such as clothing) to durable goods (such as 
furniture, consumer appliances, and bicycles). These goods 
have value in informal markets, but it is difficult to convert 
them to financial capital that can be used in the formal real-
estate market. Compounding this problem, the urban poor 
lack access to credit and loans. Most of the goods they are 
able to accumulate cannot serve as collateral. Even the low-
income population’s most valuable possession, their land and 
housing, is too structurally instable and undesirably located 
to perform this need. The inability to receive a loan makes 
long-term investment in housing very difficult. Finally, existing 
housing models for the urban poor are incompatible with the 
existing real-estate market in well-located neighborhoods. 
Currently the poor build their own homes on individual 
parcels on the periphery of cities, where land is inexpensive 
enough to permit low-intensity land use. But in order to 
confront the exclusionary factors of geographic isolation 
a more compressed design is needed. The new housing 
model must utilize a more compressed architectural type 
while remaining culturally-sensitive, structurally-stable, 
and adaptable to changing family circumstances and site 
conditions. Although the design of dense housing for the 
urban poor is a promising means to achieve integration, it will 
not be as effective as proper preventative measures to the 
problem of segregated urban growth.
EFFECTIVELY ENGAGING THE URBAN POVERTY 
CHALLENGE
Market processes and inadequate design forced the poor 
to the periphery of Mexican cities during the period of rapid 
urbanization in the 20th century. This resulted in highly 
segregated cities that lower the quality of life for the urban 
poor and exclude them from equal access to education, 
employment centers, and other services crucial to social 
mobility. Unfortunately for Mexico, once spatial segregation 
is established it becomes a long-lasting burden on society. 
Nations currently undergoing rapid economic development 
and urbanization could learn from Mexico’s experience: 
urban planners and architects must engage the challenge to 
create economically diverse neighborhoods as cities grow.
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Guadalajara is the capital city of the state of Jalisco and the second most populated 
city in Mexico. It was founded in 1542 and now has more than 4 million inhabitants. 
The economic and spatial conditions in Guadalajara are fairly typical of many cities 
in central Mexico. Like many cities in central Mexico, Guadalajara’s annual gross 
domestic product is approximately $9,000(Us) per person [2005]. The city  has a 
moderate growth rate and a relatively high degree of spatial segregation. Additionally, 
as of 2001, Guadalajara had a housing deficit of more than 425,000 dwellings. 60% of 
new housing will be self-built and located on land that does not have access to basic 
services like electricity, improved water, and sanitation.
GUADALAJARA
investigación/análisis  | 30 |  research/analysis 
guadalajara, méxico 
MAP of MéxICo                      GUADALAJARA’s CLIMATE
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SPATIAL ORGANIZATION IN GUADALAJARA
LA SEGREGACIóN ESPACIAL EN GUADALAJARA
Urban form in Mexico is largely determined by a highly competitive market process that inevitably creates residential segregation; 
the rich generally live in one part of a city in and the poor in another. In societies with wide disparities in income and wealth, such as 
Mexico, geographic segregation is likely to be very great.  This map shows that in Guadalajara the areas of projected new housing for 
the urban poor are on the periphery- far away from the city’s middle and upper class neighborhoods. The poor are finding themselves 
farther and farther from good service-sector jobs, affordable transportation, education opportunities, and other social services.
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ANALYsIs of ExIsTING INfoRMAL sETTLEMENTs
southeastern guadalajara
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ANALYsIs of ExIsTING INfoRMAL sETTLEMENTs
southwestern guadalajara
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ANALYsIs of ExIsTING INfoRMAL sETTLEMENTs
 far southeastern guadalajara
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ANALYsIs of ExIsTING INfoRMAL sETTLEMENTs
northern guadalajara
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ANALYsIs of ExIsTING INfoRMAL sETTLEMENTs
eastern guadalajara
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ANALYsIs of ExIsTING INfoRMAL sETTLEMENTs
south-central guadalajara
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POTENTIAL SITES IN MIDDLE AND UPPER INCOME NEIGHBORHOODS    [initial program]
SITIOS POTENCIALES   [el programa inicial]
The fundamental site requirement for this project is that its location is vastly more accessible to job sites, public transportation, and/
or good education and health facilities than settlements on the periphery of cities. The site must also be located on relatively low-
cost property. In order to determine if feasible “infill” sites actually existed in Guadalajara, I identified several potential sites. The six 
selected parcels are of sufficient size on underutilized land and within walking distance of some of the city’s major employment centers.
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PoTENTIAL sITEs [initial program]
note: after visiting guadalajara i decided to use much smaller parcels than those identified above
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THE PATTERNs:
investigación/análisis  | 48 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
PRoYECTo ExPERIMENTAL DE LA VIVIENDA                     CENTER foR ENVIRoNMENTAL sTRUCTURE
investigación/análisis  | 9 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
PRoYECTo ExPERIMENTAL DE LA VIVIENDA                     CENTER foR ENVIRoNMENTAL sTRUCTURE
investigación/análisis  | 50 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
ELEMENTAL CoNCURso MUNDIAL                     INTERNATIoNAL sUBMIssIoNs
investigación/análisis  | 51 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
ELEMENTAL CoNCURso MUNDIAL                     INTERNATIoNAL sUBMIssIoNs
investigación/análisis  | 52 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
ELEMENTAL CoNCURso MUNDIAL                     INTERNATIoNAL sUBMIssIoNs
investigación/análisis  | 53 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
ELEMENTAL CoNCURso MUNDIAL                     INTERNATIoNAL sUBMIssIoNs
investigación/análisis  | 54 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
ELEMENTAL CoNCURso MUNDIAL                     offICE DA
investigación/análisis  | 55 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
ELEMENTAL CoNCURso MUNDIAL                     offICE DA
investigación/análisis  | 56 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
ELEMENTAL CoNCURso MUNDIAL                     offICE DA
investigación/análisis  | 57 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
ELEMENTAL CoNCURso MUNDIAL                     offICE DA
investigación/análisis  | 58 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
qUINTA MoNRoY DE IqUIqUE                     TALLER DE CHILE
investigación/análisis  | 59 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
qUINTA MoNRoY DE IqUIqUE                     TALLER DE CHILE
investigación/análisis  | 60 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
qUINTA MoNRoY DE IqUIqUE                     TALLER DE CHILE
investigación/análisis  | 61 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
qUINTA MoNRoY DE IqUIqUE                     TALLER DE CHILE
investigación/análisis  | 62 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
HáBITAT PARA LA HUMANIDAD                     NGo-BUILT HoMEs IN CENTRAL MExICo
investigación/análisis  | 63 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
HáBITAT PARA LA HUMANIDAD                     NGo-BUILT HoMEs IN CENTRAL MExICo
investigación/análisis  | 64 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
LoMAs DE LA PRIMAVERA                     INfoRMAL sETTLEMENT IN GUADALAJARA
investigación/análisis  | 65 |  research/analysis 
case studies - international and regional 
LoMAs DE LA PRIMAVERA                     INfoRMAL sETTLEMENT IN GUADALAJARA

preface / initial proposal
prefacio / oferta inicial
research / analysis
investigación / análisis
site visit documentation - guadalajara, méxico
documentación de la visita de sitio
..........site visit journal
..........observational studies
project intent / schematic design
intención de proyecto / diseño esquemático
final design documentation
documentación final del diseño
 
66 - 91|
visita de sitio  | 68 |  site visit 
journal | guadalajara, méxico 
visita de sitio  | 69 |  site visit 
journal | guadalajara, méxico
SITE VISIT JOURNAL
DIARIO DE LA VISITA DE SITIO
The following pages are photographs, sketches, and 
journal entries from my site visit. The journal is copied 
word-for-word from the original in order to give an 
accurate representation of my thoughts during the two 
weeks i spent in Mexico. The information in this section 
should not be used as a factual resource. 
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December 12 | Guadalajara Airport
My flight arrived in Guadalajara an hour late, which could have caused 
some problems with my ride- actually I thought it would cause a problem 
but Raymundo’s car also had a problem so he wasn’t able to make it to the 
airport on time either. I bought a calling card and called him, he’s going to 
try to be here in about an hour.
My flight into Guadalajara was great; we circled the city at a low altitude so 
i was able to see everything i had been studying. The river on the northeast 
side of town causes a deep and wide valley- any sort of development would 
be impossible in that direction. The high rises are found in several places 
in the city, not just the downtown/zona rosa as I had expected. Some of 
the suburban homes are absolutely huge. One interesting thing i noticed 
on the descent is that they are harvesting corn right now. Another is that 
Guadalajara’s airport in smaller than Omaha’s- and Guadalajara has 4 
million people!
My flight from Dallas to Guadalajara was a small passenger jet, the same 
size that flies between Lincoln and St. Louis. I was one of three blondes 
on the flight.
I just ate in the airport café, “wings.” I am pleasantly surprised that the 
host, waiter, and menu only spoke Spanish – no translation. Hopefully I still 
appreciate this full language immersion later, in a few days. For lunch here 
i had ‘mochillas especiales.’ Basically a toasted hoagie bun topped with 
refried beans, ham, chorizo, peppers and monterrey jack cheese. Pico de 
Gallo was served on the side.
Raymundo said ‘Can you wait about an hour for me to pick you up? I have 
a feeling that Mexico will be a little like the Mediterranean counties (and 
me) in this regard…relaxed, friendly, and unstressed regarding time.
December 13 | Plaza del San Francisco
It about 11:00 in the morning and I’m spending the day in the Centro 
Historico. There are so many observations to make that I think I could fill 
the notebook in this sitting if i had the patience. Last night i spent some 
time with Miriam, a girl that also rents a room in Yoli’s house. She doesn’t 
speak any English, but she is very patient and creative with communicating 
with me in Spanish. In fact, the only person in the house that speaks any 
English is Yolita, the 5 year old girl- she knows her numbers 1-10, colors, 
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and the word “banana.” We had some fun pointing to objects in the kitchen 
stumping and trying to name the object in each other’s language. i have 
yet to see another natural blonde in Guadalajara since i left the airport. You 
would think I’d stand out like a sore thumb, but maybe not- I’ve had several 
people ask me for directions in Spanish already.
I’m actually doing fairly well with the language, Miriam and I, and the kids 
(“el Gordo” and Yolita) have had some good conversation. Last night Miriam 
and I took her nephew home, so I got to see much of suburban Zapopan 
by car. We also went to the ‘super’ and picked up groceries: cereal, milk, 
mandarins, chicken, mole, tortillas, and queso.
The house I’m staying in is very nice – I’ll draw a floorplan later. The house 
does not have heating or air-conditioning, and very little carpet. There is a 
pool underneath the central stair with fish and a large patio with grass and 
trees in the back. The house is incredibly open – some of the windows don’t 
really even shut. Last night several friends were over to play dominos and 
chat before dinner at about 10:00. The shower doesn’t have a mechanical 
vent; it’s just tall and opens directly to the outside on the second floor.
The clues i’m getting about personal safety here are a bit confusing. i feel 
very safe walking around here, in fact quite a bit safer than I do in Chicago 
or NYC. i’m curious if i’ll feel so secure in neighborhoods that aren’t as nice. 
Miriam even told me that it’s safe for women to go out alone for errands at 
night. But every bank has a guard or two with assault weapons standing 
outside and Yolanda did not want to let me and Raymundo into the house 
until Miriam got home from the store.
It amazing how nice the weather is- middle of winter and I’m sitting in the 
sun in a t-shirt and jeans. Thing are not as cheap as I expected, groceries 
cost about 70-80% of what they do in Nebraska. But tequila is very cheap 
and a bus ride only costs 0 cents.
December 13 | Mercado Libertad
Lunch: If I don’t get sick from this meal it will be a miracle, or I’m just 
immune. I’m eating at a counter in the middle of the market- something 
called Coktel de Camron y Pulpo (Cocktail of Shrimp and Octopus). It’s a 
cold soup (room temp) with shrimp, octopus, onions, tomatoes, lime juice, 
avocados, and I think tap water. I’m also having tortilla crisps and fanta. I 
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have a feeling i’m going to regret eating this soup. As i sit i’ve noticed that 
a several people (mostly women with a baby) are going around to the cafes 
and asking to eat the scraps from people’s plates- and mostly people are 
happy to give and the restaurant owners don’t mind either.
This market is absolutely amazing! It seems as big as any mall in Omaha, 
3 stories tall and all the aisles are just wide enough for one or two people. 
Unlike the ‘markets’ in London, none (or nearly none) of the goods are 
the same. You can buy anything here – seafood, soccer shoes, purple 
sombreros, parrots, artificial Christmas trees, jeans, nintendos, and on 
and on. The only things with prices are food and sneakers. The really 
expensive-looking leather coats don’t have price tags and neither do the 
key chains or pets.
Last night i went to Guadalajara’s newest and largest mall with Miriam 
and her nephew Roberto so that he could buy a video game – True Crime 
New York City. The mall was huge and luxurious, seemed to be as large 
as the Mall of America, but nicer. We also drove passed Walmart, Home 
Depot, Office Depot, CostCo and Sears, along with all of the American fast-
food chains. The architecture of the mall was contemporary – glass curves, 
angled walls, and we had to pay to park. It just amazes me how opposite the 
new mall and the market are. There are about 3000 stores in the market, 
it’s crowded and seemingly disorganized, dusty and constructed of poured 
concrete and brick.
One thing that i’ve noticed about Guadalajara is that the public spaces are 
very clean and in good repair. i frequently see street sweepers (sweeping 
with homemade brooms) and men fixing park benches. I wonder if the 
government does this to create jobs?
I’m now sitting in the Instituto Cultural Cabanas, which was once an 
orphanage but it is now an art museum, famous for its murals. An 
interesting thing I’ve noticed here: there is no air conditioning, even in the 
art galleries.
December 14 | Lomas de la Primavera
I am now in a very different Mexico than yesterday. After my first two days 
in Guadalajara I was beginning to think I had overestimated the inequality, 
but now i see that it exists and is overwhelming. in Guadalajara’s better 
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neighborhoods I visited a mall that was nicer than anything in Nebraska, 
people are generally well-dressed, and the public places are very nice. It’s 
still very nice in the more middle class neighborhoods. The streets are not 
in as nice repair and the houses are small and have shops on the first floor 
that I would consider outdated- printing presses, shoe repair, electronics 
repair, but its still quite nice. Here in Lomas it’s very different.
Central Guadalajara smells great- there are cafes and street vendors 
cooking food everywhere. In Lomas is smells dusty mostly, and there’s a 
strange scent of exhaust in the air. In wonder if there’s a factory nearby?
It’s about 9:30am, but there are two roosters down the street competing 
to see which can be the loudest. Mexico had a contentious presidential 
election several months ago. About two blocks from the house i’m staying 
in there is a huge Calderon (the conservative) mural. About two blocks from 
me now is a huge Obrador (the leftist) mural.
Lomas de la Primavera is full of stray dogs. They’re very calm, mostly just 
strolling around, maybe hoping to find a scrap of food. They don’t seem to 
approach or avoid people, but there is one that came to lay down a couple 
feet from me- a small long-haired dog they call “rastas” because he looked 
like he as Jamaican hair.
The neighborhood is really very big. The main street is newly paved and 
very nice. Then there’s a second level, paved streets that are bumpy with 
potholes. in the third level the streets are cobblestone and very rough. But 
the area we are now in is just dirt. Dogs and trash are the most common 
site on the street, but it doesn’t feel as dirty as I’m probably describing it, 
just a few plastic and Styrofoam cups and some cigarette butts.
The houses are all self-built and of varying size and quality. Many of the 
windows are just holes in the wall, at least on the second floor. First-floor 
windows sometimes have bars on them and sometimes have glass.
Public water trucks have been driving by. I haven’t seen them fill any tanks; 
i’m not sure how they tell which tanks need water.
Unlike the more wealthy neighborhoods the houses generally do not have 
front gates. That surprises me; i’ll have to investigate that more when i walk 
around. The houses just front the street, many with large swinging doors, 
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large enough for a car, but few people have cars. There are almost no cars 
parked on the street, but about every 3-5 minutes one drives passed. The 
streets are about 30 feet wide, and then there is about 2-5 feet on each 
side on what looks like personal property.
December 14 | Lomas de la Primavera: Health Clinic
i’m now at the colonia health clinic. Miriam and Marta are going to give a 
presentation. it began with ‘The Origin of Life.’ They taught the basics of 
sex ed, conception, basic stuff that even I could understand in Spanish. 
The clinic was packed with about 60 people, mostly mothers with children, 
but there were a couple men in the audience. The people here seemed 
darker skinned than in the city…maybe they’re from southern Mexico and 
are more indigenous. Maybe they just get more sun? Or maybe I’m just 
imagining that they’re darker skinned? Miriam and Marta are now speaking 
about how twins happen, genes, and boys v girls (x and y chromosome). 
There were picture, but most of the presentation was in writing, so I think 
nearly everyone was literate. They were active listeners, and asked many 
questions, especially about heredity and the x and y chromosomes.
The clinic offers a limited amount of prescription drugs, an intern dentist 
(Octavio) that comes some days, and they give free eye exams. All of 
this is free as part of a government program. The neighborhood must be 
relatively safe. The clinic has a front gate, about 10 feet tall, but nothing on 
the top like barbwire. It would have been fairly easy to climb it and break in, 
so they must not be too worried about drugs or medical equipment. (i found 
out later that the clinic had been broken into several weeks before).
Miriam and Marta also spoke about post-partum depression and spent a lot 
of time speaking about nutrition during pregnancy and for young children. 
When pregnant, “eat for two.” They also said to avoid coffee during 
pregnancy. The presentation was called, “The Adventure of Pregnancy.”
There is an internet café on the main street here, and it’s more expensive 
than the cafes downtown. Many of the houses have shops in front – they 
sell everything from tacos, deserts, t-shirts, stocking caps… There is a 
skylight and a satellite dish on the roof across the street from me now (on 
the front wall of the clinic), which is interesting. I’ve also seen several San 
Francisco 49ers clothes items- I wonder why that is.
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Some miscellaneous notes:
-The health clinic was built by the state of Jalisco. The psychological clinic 
(where Miriam and Marta counsel on domestic violence, sexual abuse, 
depression) was built by the church. 
Electricity: most houses have electricity. In fact, some houses have finished 
interior walls (on top of the Jalcreto block) with electrical outlets. Everyone 
gets a limited amount of subsidized electricity, and some of the houses 
even have a string of Christmas lights up.
Water: There is no running water in La Primavera. Water is cheap, but it 
must be filled by trucks on rooftop tanks. Some of the houses have showers, 
but not all do. i did see a woman throwing buckets of water on the ground 
outside her house, possibly to reduce the dust that came in, so water must 
not be too expensive.
Telephones: Some houses have telephones, but not all. There are 
payphones on the street and some stores sell phone service.
Toilets: Many houses have modern toilets. Sewers are buried in the streets 
as evidenced by the manholes.
Livestock: I have not seen any cows or chickens, but I hear roosters on 
some rooftops and I’ve seen a couple (and just a couple) chicken coups 
on second stories. 
Clothes: Children wear uniforms to school. Otherwise clothes are generally 
pretty nice. No homemade clothes like I expected, but some American style 
t-shirts.
Also, most of the people here have family in the USA.
December 15 | La Casa
When i initially visited Lomas today i was shocked by the scope of poverty. 
Once we crossed the ‘periferdico’ (the ring road), we entered the colonia. 
There were tons of small shops and a tremendous amount of street life. i 
was surprised to see that the roads were so nicely paved. Tens of thousands 
of people must live there.
But we eventually left the main road, its about 5 minutes driving up the 
cobblestone roads before hitting dirt- dirt roads make up the vast majority 
of roads in Lomas. That were i was shocked at the living conditions. The 
dust was almost overwhelming when we came into the area, some of the 
houses look as if they might be abandoned (maybe the family went to the 
United States), and dirty but calm stray dogs are all over the street.
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But after I spent some time there I began to realize it wasn’t as bad as 
my first impression. Everyone had decent clothes, actually very American-
looking clothes. (I saw a Jim Morrison t-shirt, an “I believe in Santa Claus” 
shirts, and SanFran 49ers clothes). 
Also, many mothers with children walk in the streets. There are even young 
children playing alone, roaming the streets. So it must be pretty safe. But 
I was surprised that I didn’t see any soccer balls- the kids were playing by 
pushing each other around on little Barbie cars, playing tag, and throwing 
rocks at each other (reminds me of Bryan and me).
The houses were less “defensed” than I expected they would be. Very 
few (but some), had front gates, the doors either opened directly onto the 
street or onto a small front patio. Sometimes the large gates served as 
a front door to the house. Second story windows were often just holes 
in the wall, no glass or bars. There was very little barbed wire or similar-
type fencing. Even the church, health clinic, and school didn’t have obvious 
special security measures.
There is almost no grass in Lomas; it feels very very ‘dry.’ Some of the 
homes plant trees, often citrus trees, in the front. I didn’t see any vegetable 
gardens. Perhaps they’re in the back gardens or maybe vegetables 
are just so accessible and cheap at the street market that gardening is 
unnecessary?
Today Miriam introduced me to a little boy that wants to be an architect. 
She asked me to show him my drawings and then he showed me some 
of the drawings he did in a coloring book. Then Miriam told him about how 
important it is to study hard while his mother stood behind the three of us 
as we talked and smiled. i wonder what the chances are that a boy from 
that neighborhood could actually become an architect?
We also walked through the market in Lomas. It’s a single street, several 
blocks long, and it is only open on Thursdays. They sell all kinds of things. 
One vendor was cleaning fresh fish, several were cutting up cactus and 
putting it in bags, a woman was frying tacos. They also sold clothes, CDs, 
pencils, watches, alarm clocks, and other miscellaneous things. I felt very 
safe in Lomas, among the children playing in the sun in the middle of the 
streets. But Marta told me that at night Lomas becomes ugly.
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December 15 | Lomas de la Primavera
i just asked Miriam about education in Lomas. i noticed on our way 
there that all the children were on their way to school, and mothers 
were walking their young children. Miriam told me that almost all the 
children finish primary school, and many also finish secondary school 
(high school). Unfortunately (or maybe it’s just irrelevant to them), very 
few of the children go to university. Public universities are free here, 
so i wondered why students here don’t go to university. Miriam told me 
that it’s because of two reasons: first universities are difficult to get into 
and second they just don’t have the money to pay for books, pencils, 
meals, and all the costs that accompany tuition. Also, I think a university 
education may not have much use for the manual labor jobs most of the 
young men here take. When I asked what they do after they finish school 
she said normally one of four things: 1]Abilnelles (construction workers). 
]Jobs in the service sector of Guadalajara. 3]Street workers (washing 
windshields, selling roses, juggling). 4]Migrate to the United States.
Miriam said that occasionally one of the windshield washers will recognize 
her. When that happens they wash her windshield for free.
We also spoke about the conditions in Lomas when it rains. Guadalajara 
has a pretty significant rainy season, but Lomas does not have a drainage 
system. The streets are very compacted and there is little vegetation, 
so the ground does not absorb water well. This can create rancid water, 
and when there is a downpour it can be very bad- I think (although this 
conversation was testing the limits of my Spanish speaking capability) 
that the sewage can overflow into the street. When this happens it can 
obviously be a major problem. Whether its just rancid water or actual 
sewage, Miriam described that people’s eyes turn red and water. The 
people that live in Lomas are much more accustomed to this, but 
the UNIVA volunteers don’t come to the neighborhood during these 
conditions.
I also spoke with Pepe today. I asked him about the education in Lomas. 
in Mexico there are two kinds of high school – escuela secundario and 
preperatoria (prep school). Potential university students almost always go 
to prep school, but Lomas does not even have a prep school.
Miriam said that she has only been to Lomas twice at night, and that she 
didn’t get out of her car because it’s very dangerous. There are at least 
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two gangs, and not only is gang violence scary, but sex crimes are a 
danger. When i asked why it was so much safer during the day she said 
probably because all of the gangsters are working in the city. There is a 
considerable amount of graffiti, but I find it interesting that among what 
appears to be territorial graffiti there are beautiful graffiti images of Jesus 
and Mary.
December 16 | Fallaron de Tepic
i spent this morning walking around the mostly residential neighborhood 
near UNIVA. I left my house and went north through the neighborhood. 
I made my way to two of my previously identified potential sites, I 
took my time walking to explore the neighborhood and consider other 
potential sites on the way. (Side note: I noticed that a nice house in this 
neighborhood is for sale at the listed price of $1,750,000 pesos – or about 
$175,000). I’ve noticed that my estimates about site conditions based on 
satellite photography were incredibly accurate- especially regarding the 
size of parcels. I’ve also noticed that there are plenty of small individual 
lots still vacant in the neighborhood, even though the area looks as if it 
was originally developed several decades ago. 
Program Reconsidered
I will only design “small groups,” not community groups. The advantages are:
-There are plenty of available individual lots (vacant) in the ideal 
neighborhoods –upper/middle class, near jobs, schools, bus routes.
-A small group (4-6 families) is large enough to develop social networks 
and kids’ playmates, but small enough to not develop some of the social 
problems associated with the colonias- such as rival gangs and a profitable 
drug trade.
-It could slip into the urban fabric with minimal political resistance.
-It is more manageable for a group like Habitat para la Humanidad than a 
large development.
I will also focus on a more unique, maybe more middle-class, groups. Why:
-The colonia provides necessary services that probably would not be 
provided in my prototype, such as the free health clinic and outreach 
services, active religious institutions, large group of similar status to identify 
with, extremely cheap housing, and a more rural atmosphere.
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-My prototype should be only for those who independently choose to live 
in my housing, probably those that really need to live close to work or 
those that are ready and willing to be ‘upwardly mobile.’
-The nature of the project would cause some social stigmatization, so 
there may be advantages to being ‘more similar’ to the middle/upper class 
surrounding population.
-The design must “fit in” with the neighborhood.
After I reconsidered my program I was hoping to find a single spatial 
condition for a parcel (for the small group) – something like a standard 
15m X 30m lot. But the vacant lots cannot be easily categorized into 
a typical size. I’ve documented and walked several of these individual 
lots, but they’re all slightly different. Many of them are unique corner 
conditions. This inconsistency presents a problem for my “adaptable but 
widely applicable” prototype. i will spend some time during the coming 
days studying this in order to identify the most common single lot size to 
use for my prototype.
December 17 | Chapala
I just ate lunch at a tiny little lunch shop on the town square. I had 5 tacos 
barbacoa- soft tortillas filled with shredded barbeque beef. It was served 
with the same condiments as everything here – halved limes, parsley, chili 
sauce, and onions. I also had a Penafiel, a mineral water flavored like 
Sprite. On the back it describes the chemical composition of the water: 
Ca(HCO3)2, NaCL, MgS04, etc.
I’m sitting outside the town bus station now, sunburnt, waiting for my 5:00 
bus. A tienda across the street is loudly playing Christmas music- songs 
I recognize but with different lyrics. The ironic thing is that today I got 
sunburnt walk around with my shirt off and laying on the beach and the 
song blasting from across the street is “its lovely weather for a sleigh ride 
together with you.”
Today I found the 4th food in the world that I would never eat again- 
fried minnows. I would say sardines, but they were smaller. The vendor 
squeezed lime on them, put some chili sauce on, and served it up. They 
really taste terrible. But I also found a drink I really like- mochilladas. I’m 
not exactly sure what’s in it- but I think beer, ice, clamato, lime, salt… 
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and a couple of other things. Worchester sauce? Chili sauce? I am really 
sunburnt, I’m hot and in pain already and it’s still the same afternoon. 
Chapala was interesting…i came across a couple native Americans here 
(by that I mean expatriates), old men eating tacos. Chapala seemed to 
be a lively and healthy town, but as I walked west along the coastline I 
notice that many of the expensive mansions were vacant. i would guess 
they are vacation homes for the very wealthy, maybe even wealthy 
Americans. I’m not sure why they were abandoned- especially while the 
town seems so vibrant. i think what may have happened is that the water 
of the lake receded a long way, and the water level was so low that the 
“beach houses” were actually tens or even hundreds of meters away 
from the waterline they were originally built on. Recently (either due to 
policy or more rain or both) the water came back up, tourists came back, 
but second home buyers haven’t been back again. That’s either a great 
opportunity to buy and renovate an abandoned mansion- or a huge risk 
because maybe i don’t understand the reasons people left.
December 18 | Ecological Park of the Artesans: Tonola
I’m sitting on a hill that overlooks Guadalajara. The park is beautiful, there 
are dozens of new trees and the grass is irrigated. As I was walking up 
the stairway to get here the police were taking away a rabid dog – well 
maybe not rabid but unwanted and mad. My strongest impression as 
I overlook Guadalajara is shock at the brown haze of air pollution that 
covers the city. i’ve been having respiratory irritations the last few days. 
I’ve wondered if it was because of the dust, or if I’m allergic to something, 
or maybe if i had some sort of cold before i came. After seeing 
Guadalajara from above i’m beginning to suspect it’s the air pollution.
This is really a very beautiful, green, and breezy park. I wonder why no 
one is here? Perhaps it’s too out of the way, or maybe everyone is just 
working right now?
I’m now back at the house. Yolanda’s friend is here, and she speaks 
perfect English…although cautiously and with a strong accent. it’s kinda 
nice to have that crutch, but I’m glad she hasn’t been here the whole time 
because i’ve learned much more Spanish by speaking with Miriam.
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One thing i’ve noticed is that Mexicans seem much more social than 
Americans. Every night there are visitors at the house. Playing dominoes, 
drinking beer, talking, whatever. Also, I just reheated some chicken for 
myself and the girls were going upstairs to put the baby to bed. But they 
stopped, because they were worried that I shouldn’t have to eat alone. I 
told them not to worry, and they went upstairs. Another thing I’ve noticed 
about living here is that although they have a small TV in the kitchen, it is 
almost never on. I think Isaac and Yolanda watch TV in their bedroom, but 
people come here to visit each other, not to watch TV.
i’ve also considered the architectural design of the house i’m living in and 
its relationship to the social customs that are different than the United 
States. Some of those thoughts are:
-The kitchen is the most important public room in the house- it is the 
gathering space and the most active room in the house.
-There is a clear separation between the houses three primary areas: 
Public [the entire 1st floor], Family [the 2nd floor, up the central stairway], 
Servants’ area – now rented to students [2nd floor, up the small stairway 
in the back corner of the kitchen]
-The front wall is about 10 feet tall. The back patio wall is about 20 ft tall.
-Almost all of the homes have a car park for one or two vehicles inside the 
front gate, and the 2nd story almost always overhangs partly over that space.
December 18 | Casa de Carmen Esteban
I just got back from a trip to Santa Paula, a colonia on the southeastern 
edge of Guadalajara. It is probably on the southeastern edge of Tonola, its 
northern boundary is the freeway that goes to Mexico City.
I went to the neighborhood with Pepe, Miriam, and Jorge. They are 
exploring an opportunity to open another counseling clinic in this 
neighborhood, but they are still working on developing contacts among 
the people that provide social services here. We drive passed the church 
when we entered the neighborhood, but no one was there. We then drove 
around the neighborhood for a while, until we found the fire station and a 
tiny health clinic. Pepe stopped there to talk to people. We all stood around 
and joked for a while (I only understood a little of the humor). Mostly I think 
Pepe was just making friends and asking who he needs to talk to and 
where to find things. We then got back in the truck and drove to the church.
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The church was really interesting. The grounds were a large walled 
space, but the Church itself was open-air. The pews were very simple 
handmade benches obviously made by the congregants, the roof was 
corrugated metal. There was a good speaker system hanging from the 
ceiling. 
As we drove around the neighborhood we saw two “ladrillerias” – brick 
making areas – and a house where a young man was making ‘Jalcreto 
blocks.’ The soil in Santa Paula was much redder and more claylike than 
Lomas de la Primavera, therefore it was better for making brick. The 
“brick factories” were basically open spaces where they dug soil, cut it 
into bricks, stacked them in piles, and let them dry. I’m not completely 
sure whether the brick were just sunbaked or actually fired, but I suspect 
fired because the piles of brick where two very different colors- either a 
shade of red-gray or bright orangish-red. And the bricks on the buildings 
felt “ceramic,” as bricks do in Nebraska. I assume the bright red ones had 
been fired. 
I noticed that most of the buildings in Santo Paulo were made primarily 
of brick. That’s very different from Lomas, where the primary building 
material was Jalcreto block. Santa Paula is still rapidly developing, so 
there is an active construction industry- making bricks and constructing 
buildings. Construction is still occurring in Lomas, but mostly people are 
expanding existing homes.
Lomas began developing in 1991. Its amazing how much has been built 
in just 15 years. It is also amazing how quickly it ages. The neighborhood 
looks as if it were there for a long time, like 30 or 40 years. Jalcreto block 
and dirt streets must not age well. Pepe told me that in the few years he 
has been in Lomas it has improved tremendously- both the individual 
houses and the neighborhood as a whole.
Santa Paula is poorer, more unhealthy, and more dangerous than Lomas. 
It’s in a valley that has one or two streams running through it, and the 
clay soil doesn’t drain well. I assume this area is in a floodplain. So even 
though it hasn’t rained for the entire time I’ve been here, and December 
is a fairly dry time of year, the streets were full of mud and puddles. I 
can only imagine what it is like during the rainy season. Another major 
problem in Santa Paula is the prevalence of gangs. The neighborhood 
has five active and competing gangs. I was fairly safe walking around 
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Lomas by myself, but that’s not the case in Santa Paula. There were also 
many more men in Santo Paulo during the day than in Lomas. I’m not 
sure why.
I noticed a build-up of suds in the stream that runs through the 
neighborhood. The stream water was very dirty- a cloudy blueish/brown. 
I asked Pepe and Jorge about the stream, they thought that people may 
wash clothes in their yards with the hose (maybe dishes too) and that 
this water then drains into the stream. We noticed a half buried gas pipe 
running along the edge of the stream…. “muy peligroso.”
There was a woman washing her front steps with a hose, so at least 
some of the houses here have running water- and not just rooftop tanks 
as in Lomas.
We also saw children at school celebrating Christmas. They were 
crowded in a group singing, while piñatas hung overhead…I’m sure they 
were getting excited to break them and enjoy the candy. in another street 
we saw children walking home from school dressed up as shepherds and 
other characters from the Christmas story.
January 15 | Lincoln
i’m writing the journal today because i want to ‘wrap things up.’ There 
were several experiences that i wanted to include that i haven’t written 
about yet.
The evening after Raymundo, Jorge, Miriam, and I went to Santo Paulo 
Miriam, Marta and I went to a discotec. It was the extreme opposite of 
the social spectrum. Rich young kids drinking and dancing until 3am on a 
Wednesday night. The two girls and i were waiting in line just before the 
club opened at 11:00, when Marta saw a friend she knew from elementary 
school He had some connections, or money, or both, and he and his 
friends too us to the front of the line. We walked directly in, after being 
patted down for weapons. You could not buy drinks at the bar, you had to 
be served by a waiter. One of the guys asked what I wanted to drink, and 
i said “Ron y coca” – rum and coke. Minutes later a bottle of Bacardi and 
3 Pepsis arrived at my table. I didn’t pay a thing all night, except for the 
taxi ride home. We stayed until after 3am, on a Wednesday night, and the 
club was full. Most of the music was Mexican (or Latin American) but they 
also played some American and European music.
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The next day I got up as early as I could (with little sleep and a hangover) 
and made my way to the old bus station. i bought a ticket to Tequila and 
by 1:00 I was there. Tequila is actually a very pretty area, nestled in the 
mountains and surrounded by agave fields. I met an English couple 
(two men) on the bus, and they didn’t speak a word of Spanish so they 
depended on me as a translator. 
While in the town square a Mexican woman approached us an asked 
in English if we would tour her factory. i reluctantly agreed to go. As we 
waited outside the gift shop building the converted streetcar that would 
give us the town tour arrived. He tried to parallel park, but ended up 
backing up onto the hood of a brand new car- leaving a huge dent in the 
hood. There was some rapid conversation in Spanish between the driver 
and a woman in the gift shop, and then the driver just drove away and 
parked on the other side of the block. No harm done, right?
We toured a tiny little tequila factory- basically just a large garage. After 
the tour I walked around the town by myself, it was misting and really 
pretty. i wanted to see the town by foot and buy some good tequila. 
I eventually picked a liquor store (it only sold tequila) and asked the 
storeowner for suggestions. There was a guy about my age with his 
mother also in the store. The three of us sampled a variety of tequila, 
and I told the storeowner I wanted, “the best tequila I can get for all the 
money I have left- 300 pesos. But I need 45 pesos for the bus back to 
Guadalajara.” The boy exclaimed, “We live in Guadalajara. You can just 
ride home with us, and then spend all your money on better Tequila.” I 
said sure (in retrospect a stupid decision).
A few minutes later we were on the way out the door, the three of us on 
the way to Guadalajara. Just outside of Tequila we made our first stop for 
beer and chips. i began to get a bad feeling that my driver was getting 
drunk, but there wasn’t much I could do. The three of us spoke in Spanish 
the whole way home- and I learned a lot but retained little. We made two 
more stops the way home, one so that he could piss and the other to get 
another 6 pack. By the time we got to Guadalajara my driver as drunk (so 
was I) and I was very uncomfortable. But they dropped me off near my 
neighborhood, and I walked home okay.
i was leaving Mexico the next morning. i decided that because i wouldn’t 
eat again until evening, and because I had $15 worth of pesos left, I 
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would go out and finish my trip with a grande breakfast. I walked west, 
to the neighborhood between the wealthy residential area and the 
periferdico. i eventually stumbled upon a sprawling housing project. 
The buildings were about 6-8 stories, monolithic, repetitive, and the 
development stretched for blocks. The window openings had been filled 
with a brick pattern to allow for natural ventilation (and probably save on 
cost by not purchasing glass). The first story residents had filled in the 
gaps to about 8 feet, obviously for privacy. Some of the residents bought 
windows and replaced the brick. Many had left the bricks as they were 
originally built.
When I finally found a good breakfast place I sat down intending to spend 
my last $6 (I bought a t-shirt at the market during my walk). The café 
was outdoors, and I sat in the sun and watched the girls cook my food. 
I ordered a “desayuno grande- con todo.” They gave me some choices, 
and i made some suggestions about what “breakfast with everything” 
might include. I ended up getting carne asada, refried beans, 3 eggs with 
ham, tortillas, and two big glasses of orange juice. When I ordered the 
OJ, the girls went to the market about 20 meters away, bought oranges, 
and squeezed it in front of me. Total cost for my breakfast- $5.
I walked back to the house, enjoying my last moments in the warm sun 
of Guadalajara, sunburnt and with a full stomach. Raymundo and Pepe 
were waiting there to take me to the airport.
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CASA DE FAMILIA SANCHEZ
Lomas de la Primavera
Domitilla Sanchez and her husband live with 4 
children in this one-bedroom house. In addition to 
the main room, the dwelling has a small kitchen and 
bathroom that are accessed from the outside. There 
are no doors or windows in the house; all apertures 
are covered with blankets. A litter of 9 puppies lives 
in the front yard and the property boundary is a 9ft 
tall fence. Domi and her children (especially Manuel) 
were happy to show me their home and thrilled to 
pose for photographs.
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CASA DE “SENORA DE QUESADILLAS”
Lomas de la Primavera
This is the home of the neighborhood’s quesadilla 
maker. She cooks and sells quesadillas from her 
front patio, and she is busy all morning. I think she 
and her husband live in the house alone. it was one 
of the nicer homes in Lomas; 4 or 5 well-kept rooms 
with glass windows, good kitchen appliances, and an 
automobile parked in the back.
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CASA DE VANESA
Lomas de la Primavera
Vanesa and her young son live in this one-bedroom 
house. The room has a fridge and stove, as well as 
one bed and a counter for storage. The bathroom is 
not connected to the house. Vanesa is growing corn 
and peppers in the yard, and has a vendor cart that 
wasn’t being used the day i visited. 
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CASA DE HUGO
Lomas de la Primavera
Hugo’s family lives on the main street in Lomas, just 
meters from the health clinic. There is one large room 
connected to a bathroom and kitchen. The house has 
a skylight, arched-brick ceiling, a large backyard, and 
a usable roof. The family also celebrated Christmas 
with a decorated artificial tree.
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CASA DE iSAAC AND YOLi
Jardines del Sol (upper-middle class neighborhood)
I stayed in this house with Isaac, Yoli, Yolita, Isaac “el gordo,” 
and newborn Maria Jose. They also rented a room to Miriam 
and two other students. I stayed on the main floor, in the 
study/computer room.
-The kitchen is an important gathering area, people meet 
there to talk and snack. This is the “heart” of the house.
-The upstairs is the bedroom area, and it is definitely 
considered private. Guests rarely go upstairs and never go up 
to the back stairs to the servant area that is now rented.
-The house has a front and back patio that are used for 
ventilation. Two cars can park in the front, and the back is a 
‘garden’ with trees, a sitting area, and a dog.
-Nearly all of the floors are white tile, except my room and the 
formal family room that is only used for special occasions. 
-The windows are open all day long, and they frequently 
leave the front door open – although the gate remains locked. 
-There is a pool beneath the stairs with a couple fish.
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CAsA DE IsAAC Y YoLI
ground floor sketch
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UNFINISHED WORk
I will be limited by time, geography, and lack of expertise from 
sufficiently addressing three areas: 
1] COSTS / FINANCIAL PLAN     
i loosely estimate the cost of construction with mostly volunteer 
labor to be approximately $15,000 (150,000 pesos) per dwelling 
unit, including the price of land. I have also determined that 
housing provision for the poor works best with a cost-recovery 
program that enables the occupants to purchase their dwelling 
unit over a period of time. But prior to implementation the 
design would need to be revised based on a more accurate 
cost estimate and a more detailed financial plan.
2] ENGiNEERiNG     
i will not complete the structural and mechanical systems 
because they will need to be adapted to adjust to local 
conditions (such as existing infrastructure and the prevalence 
of earthquakes).  
3]  BUILDING CODES     
The design may need to be revised to comply with local 
building codes.
PARTES INACABADO
Estoy limitado por el tiempo, la geografía, y falta de experiencia 
tratando de responder estos tres temas:
1]  COSTOS/PLAN FINANCIERO 
Estimo el costo podría ser aproximadamente  $15,000 de 
dólares (150.000 pesos) por unidad de vivienda, incluyendo 
el precio del terreno con trabajo voluntario. También he 
determinado la mejor provisión de viviendas para los pobres 
con un programa de costo-recuperación que permite a los 
inquilinos comprar su unidad de vivienda sobre el tiempo. 
Pero antes de la puesta en práctica, el diseño necesitaría ser 
revisado basado en una valoración de costos más exacta y un 
plan financiero más preciso. 
2]  iNGENiERÍA 
No terminé los sistemas estructurales y mecánicos porque 
necesitarán ser adaptados para ajustarse a las condiciones 
locales (tales como infraestructura existente y frecuencia de 
terremotos). 
3]  CóDIGOS de EDIFICIO 
El diseño puede necesitar revisión para conformarse a los 
códigos de edificación local.
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MISIóN:
La  creación de viviendas con un prototipo de escala pequeña 
que pueda ser un medio real para vencer la pobreza.
OBJETIVO DEL PROYECTO
México tiene una de las economías más  poderosas del mundo: 
la nación a tenido un crecimiento económico sustancial sobre 
varias décadas y tiene más millonarios que cualquier otro 
país en Europa. Pero a pesar de todas sus riquezas, México 
enfrenta el mismo inexplicable problema que enfrentan la 
mayoría de las naciones del mundo: Millones de mexicanos 
no tienen un lugar decente para vivir.
El problema mas prominente de México no es simplemente el 
déficit de vivienda, es la creciente desigualdad entre ricos y 
pobres y la increíble persistencia de la pobreza urbana. Esto 
es parcialmente un problema de diseno. La pobreza urbana 
no es simplemente un asunto de ingresos individuales; es 
aumentada por organización espacial de las ciudades.
Aún cuando las personas pobres son capaces de construir 
su propia casa, normalmente  no pueden vencer el obstáculo 
de la segregación espacial. Por lo tanto, mi primer objetivo es 
crear un diseño que le permita a la comunidad  pobre el acceso 
a una ubicación que esté bien localizada para aprovechar las 
oportunidades de una ciudad. Esto se puede lograr mediante 
la utilización de un tipo de arquitectura más comprimida. El 
producto final debe ser estructuralmente estable, viviendas 
expandibles y que con el tiempo se desarrollen de una manera 
organizada.
Diseñaré una modelo prototipo de vivienda que promueva 
unidades de vivienda individuales para 6-8 familias pobres. 
El diseño será adaptado para distintos tipos de sitios  y 
condiciones sociales, de tal manera que esta pueda ser 
aplicada repetidamente en las ciudades centrales de México. 
MiSSiON
To create a small-scale housing prototype that can be a real 
means to overcoming poverty.
PROJECT INTENT
Mexico has one of the world’s most powerful economies; 
the nation has experienced sustained economic growth for 
several decades and it now has more millionaires than any 
country in Europe. But in spite of all its riches, Mexico faces 
the same inescapable problem faced by most nations of the 
world: Millions of Mexicans don’t have a decent place to live.
Mexico’s most prominent problem is not simply a housing 
deficit; it is the growing inequality between rich and poor and 
the incredible persistence of urban poverty. This is partially 
a design challenge. Urban poverty is not simply a matter 
of individual income; it is exacerbated by the spatial and 
physical organization of cities.
Although the poor are capable of building their own housing, 
they cannot normally overcome the obstacles to spatial 
integration on their own. Therefore, my primary objective 
is to create a design that enables the poor to access land 
well-located within the network of opportunities provided by 
cities. This can be achieved by utilizing a more compressed 
architectural type. The final product should be structurally 
stable, expandable dwelling units that develop in an organized 
manner over time.
i will design a prototype housing model to provide individual 
dwelling units for 6 to 8 poor families. The design will be 
adaptable to meet varying site and/or social conditions so 
that it could be inserted repeatedly into the urban fabric 
throughout cities in central Mexico. 
intención de proyecto / diseño esquemático  | 96 |   project intent / schematic design
INTITIAL PROGRAM
EL PROGRAMA INICIAL
HOUSEHOLDS
% dwellings           initial construction           expandable to
      40%                          30m2                            60m2
      40%                          40m2                            80m2
      20%                          50m2                          100m2
Every dwelling should begin with at least a bedroom, bathroom, and 
multipurpose room (includes entry, living, dining, and kitchen). The 
‘expansion area’ should make up 50% of final space and the uses will 
be determined by individual occupants.
Every dwelling should have electricity, improved water, and indoor 
toilets.
Every dwelling should be structurally stable and able to support self-
built growth that will retain structural stability.
Every dwelling should have access to a semi-private patio.
Other considerations:
-Cross-ventilation           -Individuality/social differentiation
-Thermal mass               - “Patios which live”
-Daylighting                   - Bathroom design 
-Diversity/flexibility         - Flowers/vegetation
-Gardens/chickens
SMALL GROUPS [5 Households]
Cost: $25,000 (US) [excludes cost of land]
Every small group should have 1-2 semi-private patios.
Every small group should have a defined entrance sequence.
The small group will be the basic unit of design for this project. The 
unit will be repeated in a defined pattern in a manner that responds 
to specific community and site requirements to form unique, yet 
economical, community groups.
COMMUNITY GROUPS [5 or 6 Small Groups]
Density: Approximately 100 Households/Hectare
Cost: $150,000 maximum (US) [excludes cost of land]
Site size: 3250m2    --> 50m x 65m
Households: Approximately 30
The community group will have a communal space for futbol, 
gatherings, informal economic activity,  and other unforeseen uses. 
The community group will support an organized system of growth and 
development that retains individual household flexibility.
Public facilities: Shared with nearby neighborhoods or the rest of the 
low-income development.
NoTE: I created this program upon completion of the research/
analysis phase. After my site visit to Guadalajara I decided to 
limit the housing model to a single “small group” prototype. 
This change will make implementation more feasible and do a 
better job of achieving the original project intent.
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FINAL PROGRAM
EL PROGRAMA FINAL
OVERALL SITE PROGRAM
Every housing model should blend with its surrounding neighborhood 
by spatial pattern (sidewalk-gate-parking-residence) and facade 
aesthetics. The relationship between public and private spaces, as 
well as the entrance sequence, should be carefully considered. Initial 
infrastructure investment should be kept as low as possible.
REQUIRED SPACES:
1] Jardin: Every housing model should have a jardin in the back to 
facilitate natural ventilation, daylighting, and views within the individual 
dwellings. Depending on site and/or social conditions, this space 
may be either shared or private. In a “co-housing” or extended family 
circumstance, the jardin would provide a public gathering space, 
children’s playground, and possibly a vegetable garden. 
2] Parking: Every housing model should provide two parking spaces.
3] Tienda: When possible, the housing model should provide space for 
a street-front tienda such as a fruit stand, taqueria, or other small shop.
] Shared Laundry Area and space for Garbage Collection
HOUSEHOLD UNITS
Every dwelling unit should begin with a least a bedroom, bathroom, 
and multipurpose room (includes entry, living space, dining, and 
kitchen). Dwelling units may be of various sizes, but the design should 
initially provide units of at least 25m2. In addition, every dwelling 
should be structurally stable and able to support self-built expansion 
that will retain structural stability.
REQUIRED CHARACTERISTICS:
-Expandable by at least 30%
-Natural ventilation                           
-Thermal mass                                  
-Daylighting
-Intimacy gradient (main entrance in kitchen, bedrooms are private)
-Flexibility of use
-Bathroom/kitchen placement and ventilation
-kitchen as the dwelling’s “heart”
-Views (maintained through all phases)
TYPICAL SITE  
sITIo TíPICo
The project could be located on any underutilized parcel in an upper-
middle class residential neighborhood in Guadalajara, Mexico. The 
typical individual parcel size is approximately 11x30 meters.
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LAS FLORES
I selected the Las Flores neighborhood for my housing prototype because it is well-located within the network of opportunities provided by 
Guadalajara’s middle-upper class residential areas. Employment opportunities for unskilled workers are supplied by the surrounding strip 
malls, shopping centers, and Guadalajara’s largest mall- La Gran Plaza. Additionally, many of the families in Las Flores currently employ 
servientas from the colonias on the city’s periphery. The three major bus routes that border the neighborhood provide good access to public 
transportation. Good schools and parks are found throughout the Las Flores area. 
Guadalajara: showing the informal settlements I visited and Las Flores
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SELECTED PROJECT  SITE  |   sitio por ejemplo
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MATERIALS and CONSTRUCTION
MATERiALES y CONSTRUCCIóN
i will limit my materials and construction techniques whenever possible to those already in 
common use for my defined user group. My research demonstrates that the innovative material 
uses and construction systems proposed by past designers almost always fail to achieve wide-
spread implementation and my site visit observations confirmed that the urban poor are best 
able to determine the most appropriate materials and construction techniques for their situation. 
Therefore, I will utilize vernacular building systems and refrain from providing a high-level of 
finish in any area not easily visible from the street. These rules will guide material selection:
WALLS:
preferred: locally-produced “jalcreto” block, brick
consider: poured concrete, adobe, precast concrete
FLOOR/ROOF:
preferred: poured concrete slab, reinforced concrete, “mini-arch” brick, “Vigueta y Bobedilla”
consider: framed wood, precast concrete
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STUDY MODEL ‘A’
STUDY MODEL ‘C’
STUDY MODEL ‘E’
STUDY MODEL ‘G’
STUDY MODEL ‘B’
STUDY MODEL ‘D’
STUDY MODEL ‘F’
STUDY MODEL ‘H’
STUDY MODEL
MoDELs To sTUDY oWNER-BUILT ExPANsIoN 
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preface / initial proposal
prefacio / oferta inicial
research / analysis
investigación / análisis
site visit documentation - guadalajara, méxico
documentación de la visita de sitio
project intent / schematic design
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final design documentation
documentación final del diseño
..........components
..........adaptations
..........major design considerations
..........final drawings
..........phased development
..........renderings
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The design documentation on the following pages is intended to stimulate 
thought and discussion regarding housing and poverty issues in Mexico. My 
work is not meant to be a final product; instead it should be utilized and adapted 
by a local organization or government agency that works in collaboration with 
the urban poor. I hope this project helps create affordable housing solutions 
that produce more economically diverse neighborhoods in Mexico.  That 
would accomplish my goal of [re]engaging the urban poverty challenge. 
La documentación del diseño en las páginas siguientes se proponen 
para estimular consideración y discusión con respecto a las viviendas y la 
pobreza en México. Mi diseño no pretende para ser un producto final; debe 
ser utilizadó y adaptadó por organizaciones locales o agencias del gobierno 
en colaboración con la comunidad pobre urbana. Espero que este proyecto 
pueda ayudar crear opciones viables de la vivienda que produzcan vecindades 
más económicamente diversas en México. Eso lograría mi objetivo de 
captar el desafío urbano de la pobreza. 
IMPLEMENTATIoN
 PoNER EN PRáCTICA
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COMPONENTS
LOS COMPONENTES
The prototype housing model is made of several components that can be adapted and rearranged to respond to unique site and social 
conditions within the parameters outlined in the program. Utilizing components allows for maximum adaptability and efficiency while 
ensuring the housing model achieves the desired spatial characteristics outlined in the final program. I divided the components into 
two categories: shared spaces and dwelling units. 
SHARED SPACES
ESPACIO PUBLICO
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DWELLING TYPE “B”
VIVIENDA TIPO “B”
 
                                           
DWELLING TYPE “A”
VIVIENDA TIPO “A”
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ADAPTATIONS
LOS ADAPTACIONES
The housing model needs to fit on individual parcels in various neighborhoods and cities throughout central Mexico. Therefore the 
design must be adaptable to a range of parcel sizes. Typical individual parcels in Las Flores are 9-13 meters in width and 25-35 meters 
in depth. These diagrams display how the components could be arranged to adapt to a variety of parcel sizes.
ADAPTATION  #1
site size: 9 x 25 meters
6 dwelling units (no tienda)
ADAPTATION  #2
site size: 13 x 25 meters
6 dwelling units
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ADAPTATION  #3
site size: 9 x 35 meters
7 dwelling units (no tienda)
ADAPTATION  #4
site size: 13 x 35 meters
8 dwelling units
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MAJOR DESIGN CONSIDERATIONS
CONSIDERACIONES IMPORTANTES DEL DiSEñO 
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SPACES
zONAS
1   bedroom - habitacion
2   living room - sala
3   dining room - comedor
4   kitchen - cocina
5   shower - ducha
6   expansion space - expanción
7   closet - closet
8   backyard - jardín
9   small shop - tienda
10 car park - aparcamiento
11 garbage collection - basura
12 laundry - lavendería
13 semi-private patio - patio
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PHASED DEVELOPMENT
LAS FASES
An important concept for the prototype housing model is that it will develop over time through owner-built expansion. Reducing the 
amount of initial construction minimizes upfront costs- which makes the project more feasible. This strategy also gives occupants the 
ability to adapt their individual environments to fit personal preferences and changing family circumstances. In these diagrams the first 
phase represents initial construction while the second and third phases represent potential owner-built expansions.
FIRST PHASE
PRIMERA FASE
SECOND PHASE
SEGUNDA FASE
THIRD PHASE
TERCERA FASE
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THIRD PHASE
TERCERA FASE
FIRST PHASE
PRIMERA FASE
SECOND PHASE
SEGUNDA FASE
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JARDíN: PHASE ONE (initial construction)
JARDíN: PRIMERA FASE (construcción inicial)
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JARDíN: PHASE TWO (after owner-built expansion)
JARDíN: SEGUNDA FASE (después de expansión)
documentación final del diseño  | 120 |   final design documentation
documentación final del diseño  | 121 |   final design documentation
To BE CoNTINUED  [CoNTINUARá]
bibliografía  | 122 |  bibliography
bibliografía  | 123 |  bibliography
BIBLIOGRAPHY
BIBLIOGRAFíA
PUBLISHED AND ONLINE RESOURCES:
Alexander, Christopher, with Howard Davis, Julio Martinez, and Donald Corner. The Production of Houses. New York: Oxford University Press, 1985
Alexander, Christopher, and Sanford Hirshen, Sara Hirshen, Sara Ishikawa, Christie Coffin, and Shlomo Angel. Houses Generated by Patterns. Berkeley, California: Center for 
Environmental Structure, (approx 1971)
Anselmi, Cecilia. Scarcity Architecture. Online article.
Aravena, Alejandro. ELEMENTAL: Building Innovative Social Housing in Chile. Harvard Design Magazine. Fall 2004/Winter 2005
Caminos, Horacio, and John F.C. Turner, John A. Steffian. Urban Dwelling Environments: an elementary survey of settlements for the study of design determinants. Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: The MIT Press, 1969
“ELEMENTAL Concurso Mundial de Arquitectura.” Pontifica Universidad Catolica de Chile + FONDEF-CONICYT + MINVU Gobierno de Chile. ARQ Accessed at Anexos Nexus
“Porque No Hay de Otro: The solution of the people of San Cristobal and Tijuana in view of inadequate housing.” Habitat para Humanidad Latin America & the Caribbean: Research 
Report with the Department of Architecture of Universidad Iberoamericana, 2005.
“PREVI Lima: 35 anos despues.” ARQ 72: Ensayos y documentos
PREVI/LIMA. Low Cost Housing Project. AD 4/70
Roberts, Bryan R. The Making of Citizens: Cities of Peasants Revisited. New York: Arnold, 1995
Siembieda, William J., and Eduardo Lopez Moreno. “Expanding Housing Choices for the Sector Popular: Strategies for Mexico.” Housing Policy Debate Volume 8, Issue 3 (1997): 
651-677
Turner, John F.C. Housing by People. London: Marion Boyars, 1976
UN-HABITAT. The Challenge of Slums: Global Report on Human Settlements 2003. Sterling, VA: Earthscan Publications LTD, 2003
GRAPHICS:
Aerial images and graphics created by Jeremy Emerson using satellite imagery from Yahoo! Travel
Photographs on pages 5,7, and 10 from Wikipedia Commons. Photograph on page 16 from www.habitatforhumanity.org
PERSONAL RESOURCES:
Office DA. Boston, Massachusetts. Images, plans, and text from their ELEMENTAL competition submission.
Hábitat para la Humanidad México. Images, plans, and text regarding their construction work in central Mexico.
      Aranzazú G. Tapia Sánchez
      Coord. de Fortalecimiento de Liderazgo
      Crisanto Gonzalez Carrillo
      AFILIADO NAYARIT
      Cristina Cruz Martinez
      AFILIADO GUANAJUATO
Universidad del Valle de Atemajac. Images and information regarding the ‘Lomas de la Primavera’ community in Guadalajara
      Raymundo Calderon - UNIVA
      “Pepe” Jose Arizmendi - UNIVA
      Dr. Beth Doll - University of Nebraska-Lincoln
